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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between multiple characteristics 
of high-performing middle schools as identified in the schools to watch rubric and how those 
characteristics as well as grade configurations may affect students’ progression through their first 
year of high school.  
A student’s middle level experience strongly impacts the odds of graduating from high 
school. This is especially true of urban districts with a high-poverty student population. This 
study was conducted in such a district. Middle level education is supposed to serve as a catalyst 
of sorts to prepare students for high school, yet the current reality is that many students are 
getting left further and further behind, particularly during the middle-grades years. Using the 
Schools to Watch Self-Study and Rating Rubric, this study attempted to determine the most 
effective strategies to implement during the middle-grades that will reposition students so they 
are performing at grade level or above when entering the ninth grade. As a result, we hope to put 
students in a better position to succeed and graduate on time. 
There were four questions that were presented and answered in this study: (a) To what 
extent do the schools in this study show evidence of implementation of key strategies? (b) Is 
there a relationship between levels of implementation and students’ progression through the 
ninth grade? (c) Do either of the grade configurations lend itself to greater implementation as 
measured by administrator and teacher responses?  (d) Is there a relationship between grade level 
configuration and identified indicators in reference to students’ progression through ninth grade 
based on the dependent variables? 
The Self-Study and Rating Rubric was the instrument used to obtain implementation 
information and to assess educator responses. The rubric was created by the National Forum to 
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Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform. Linear regressions were also applied to determine if there 
were any relationships between the dependent and independent variables. 
The following major findings were noted: strategy implementation was occurring and 
was almost equal within the participating schools, some indicators proved to be more important 
than others during the implementation process, and there was no significant difference between 
either grade configuration studied during this research and students’ successful progression 
through the ninth grade.  
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Chapter 1 
Introduction to the Study 
K-12 educators across our country are charged with properly preparing our youth to 
become productive citizens when they graduate from high school, either competently prepared 
for college or the workforce (National Education Association, 2010). Unfortunately, for many 
school districts, that task has become increasingly more difficult. There are countless reasons for 
this troubling reality, most are complex, but they all require immediate attention. Are there some 
standard practices and structures that educators can implement to increase student achievement? 
Are there specific trainings or skills necessary for teachers and administrators that will do the 
same? 
Most educators work extremely hard and want to be successful. Richard Elmore says that 
educators are constantly being told that what they are doing is not working, yet they are not 
given guidelines to determine how to proceed. He goes on to cite economist Thomas Schelling 
stating the problem is “not getting people to do the right things,” but “knowing the right things to 
do” (2008, p. 8). Educators need to have explicit data that outline best practices to allow them to 
be effective. 
When analyzing high school curricula and programs in an attempt to determine why 
many students are not being successful, a place to begin is the middle school process, the 
foundations students have laid as their starting point for their secondary careers, and, thus the 
starting point for this research. 
Secondary education systems across the nation continue to lose large numbers of ninth 
grade students annually, and this has a negative impact on a student’s success in high school. 
Ninth grade failure rates out number all other grade levels (Smith, 2006, p. 1). Evidence is clear 
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that students who fall behind during their freshman year in high school have a significantly lower 
probability of earning a high school diploma. Furthermore, “each additional course that is failed 
in ninth grade increases the odds of dropping out of school by approximately one-third” (Neild, 
2009, p. 56). Therefore, ninth grade success is critical to a student’s probability of completing 
high school. 
In 2009, the United States Department of Commerce found that nationally, roughly 30% 
of students do not graduate from high school on time (Sunderland, Traynor, Cox & Kaiser, 
2010). However, data illuminate the fact that the likelihood of dropping out of high school can be 
determined as early as sixth grade in most cases, and that it is during the middle level grades that 
students need to be vigilant about their academic futures. There has to be more work done to 
explicitly show families how important the middle-grades are to the successful completion of 
high school. Research continues to show that middle level education is an important link to both 
secondary and post-secondary success (Balfanz, 2009). When this information becomes clear 
and embedded, we may begin to see different results in middle-level education and ninth grade 
end of year outcome data. 
K-12 reform efforts have progressed throughout the history of the American education 
system. The junior high school movement had its foundation in a series of discussions by 
national committees at the end of the nineteenth century. Inaugural junior high schools debuted 
at the turn of the twentieth century and were inclusive of seventh through ninth grades 
(Lounsbury, 2013). This particular organizational structure was created out of an alliance of 
competing groups and social reformers, whose goal was to present a curriculum more appealing 
to seventh and eighth grade students than the elementary experience offered, thus keeping 
children in school and subsequently abating child labor abuse (Anfara, 2004). 
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In 1962 a psychologist by the name of J. M. Tanner shared information to encourage 
providing 6-8 grades programming over the 7-9 grades configuration. He explained that due to 
adolescents’ social-emotional concerns, there were legitimate biological and developmental 
reasons for the 6-8 configuration to be more beneficial (p. 19). A year later, William Alexander 
coined the term “Middle School,” supporting the need to provide separate educational 
programming for young adolescents (Lounsbury, 2013). 
The National Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform was created in 1997 with the 
objective of “accelerating the academic performance and healthy development of every young 
adolescent in the nation” (Kasak, 2005, p. 304).  The forum connects some of the most notable 
leaders in middle-grades reform for the purpose of focusing on academic excellence, 
developmentally responsive programming, and social equity. The forum has two major roles: to 
act as a “think tank” to research and disseminate policies and practices that enhance high 
performance, and to reveal priority areas to then acquire and execute high-leverage strategies that 
yield successful outcomes (Kasak, 2005). The groups’ interminable work hinges on three areas 
of foci, improving school and classroom practice, engaging key stakeholders in middle-grades 
reform, and enhancing the capacity of middle-grades leaders (Kasak, 2005, pp. 304-5).  
This study will be guided by the Schools to Watch (STW) Self-Study and Rating Rubric 
which is a research-based tool developed by the National Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades 
Reform to determine highly effective middle-grades programs. All data were derived from 
district PS 1789, an urban district located in the Midwestern region of the United States. Data 
were gleaned from the STW rubric, a teacher certification query, and other applicable district 
information. 
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Statement of the Problem 
Nationally, the public high school graduation rate has been of increasing concern for 
parents, educators, and politicians. Every year thousands of teenage students drop out of public 
high schools across the country. Between October 2012 and October 2013 approximately 
508,000 15-24 year olds left school without obtaining high school credentials (Kena, Hussar, 
McFarland, de Brey, Musu-Gillette et al., 2016, p. 7). The public sees this as a high school 
problem. However, Laura Bush stated “we know now that a lot of kids that drop out in high 
school really drop out in middle school – they just leave in high school” (Duncan, 2011). 
Therefore, educators need to intervene during the middle-grades years in an effort to have them 
on-track and ready for high school in the ninth grade. 
Balfanz (2009) stated that “in high-poverty environments, a student’s middle level 
experience strongly impacts the odds of graduating from high school” (p. 3). This study will be 
conducted in a high-poverty district. Middle level education is supposed to serve as a launching 
pad of sorts to prepare students for high school, yet the current reality is that thousands of 
students are getting left further and further behind, especially during the middle-grades years. 
Therefore, it is important to determine the most effective strategies to implement during the 
middle-grades to reposition students so they are achieving at least grade level performance when 
entering the ninth grade. When we can ensure this is happening, we put students in a better 
position to succeed and graduate on time. 
The STW initiative has developed a four-domain rubric that lists several key indicators of 
effective middle-grades programs that this study utilized to explore implementation and practice 
efforts of 10 middle-grades programs within district PS 1789. 
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The goal of effective middle-grades programs continues to be providing young 
adolescents with developmentally responsive educational experiences. Middle-grades advocates 
believe that developmentally responsive programs are those that are able to address and meet the 
unique adolescent needs of its students by implementing appropriate structures. The unique 
needs include (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development [Carnegie Council], 1989, 
Armstrong, 2006): 
 Opportunities to understand their rapidly changing body 
 Opportunities to utilize their increased ability to understand and reason 
 Opportunities to enhance their development of personal values and identity formation 
 Activities that promote social emotional development 
 Interactions and activities to support their increased sense of social justice 
 The need to be heard  
 Decision making opportunities 
 Personal adult relationships 
However, in searching for effective middle-grades programming, the question becomes: 
Are schools taking into account the above recommendations when developing middle level 
educational opportunities for the communities they serve?  
One concern is determining the most effective grade configuration for adolescents. As the 
U.S. educational system evolves, the implementation of additional grade configurations 
continues to occur, with the intent of adequately serving adolescents. Examples include the 4-8, 
5-8, and 7-12 configurations, which are the most popular additions. The controversy of the most 
effective configuration type continues due to concerns about the performance of middle level 
educational programs, and as a response to enrollment pressures and the emergence of new 
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pedagogical theories (Schwerdt & West, 2011, p. 3). Some districts are re-organizing middle- 
grades programming by utilizing different configurations as a strategy to better service students, 
often without understanding, which, if any, configuration might be the most effective. Within 
this debate is the departmentalized vs. self-contained issue, which will be examined later in this 
study. This research focuses on the K-8 and the traditional 6-8 middle-grades models that are 
being implemented in district PS 1789. 
Programs and strategies are necessary for a successful educational system, but nothing is 
more crucial than the teachers that are in front of the students. Williams and Hierck (2015) 
explain that “the actions of educators will ultimately determine each student’s success in school” 
(p. 38). McEwin and Smith (2013) go on to state that the quality of teacher instruction is one of 
the most significant dynamics that impacts student achievement. As we reflect on these 
statements, it becomes more evident that teacher certification/licensure may be vital to increasing 
student achievement. Middle-grades education proponents believe that middle level teachers 
need specialized certification specifically designed to educate adolescents, and they need the 
knowledge, skills, and disposition to be successful (McEwin & Smith, 2013, p. 689). Teachers 
also need to understand adolescent development through both coursework and explicit 
experiences (Carnegie Council, 1989). Ensuring that teachers are well equipped to effectively 
service students must be a priority. 
Quality leadership is also essential to improving student achievement (Hallinger, 
Bickman & Davis, 1996). Successful middle-grades leadership requires the belief that every 
student can be successful and that leaders “must do whatever they can to ensure they give each 
student every opportunity to grow academically, socially, and emotionally” (Valentine, Clark, 
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Hackman & Petzko, 2004, p. 94). Effective leadership is tireless, yet meaningful work to support 
all students. 
Review of Literature 
In 1888, Harvard president Charles W. Eliot’s trepidation about high school graduates’ 
insufficient preparation for college eventually led to the creation of the junior high school. 
However, the first recognized junior high school did not open its doors until 1909 in Columbus, 
Ohio (Lounsbury, 2013, pp. 11-13). Twenty-one years later, there was a recommendation for the 
reorganization of the junior high schools in such a manner that students would have an 
opportunity to explore their personal penchants and begin thinking about what their future 
career/work aspirations might be all while gradually exposing them to subject area instructions 
(Lounsbury, 2013). 
Junior high schools became the standard educational program for adolescents, and in 
1947 William Gruhn and Harl Douglass developed the Six Basic Functions of the Junior High 
School. Those functions are: integration, exploration, guidance, differentiation, socialization, and 
articulation. These functions continue to provide the foundation for modern-day middle-grades 
schools. 
In 1963, William Alexander delivered a speech at the tenth annual conference of school 
administrators in which he introduced the term “middle school,” and thus spearheaded the 
middle school movement. Alexander and others were struggling to find the appropriate type of 
education for adolescents. He believed that the junior high school “had lost touch with the 
developmental needs of the preadolescent student,” with many of them functioning as scaled-
down versions of high schools (cited in Meyer, 2011, p. 3). Alexander was advocating for an 
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educational program that was more specific to the needs of adolescents. He  later became known 
as the “Father of the middle school” (Lounsbury, 2013, p. 19). 
These historical events led to important research that complemented the foundation that 
Gruhn and Douglass (1956) established. Two significant bodies of work that have been used to 
guide middle-grades programming are the Carnegie Council’s (1989) Turning Points: Preparing 
America’s Youth for the 21st Century and the National Middle School Association’s (2003) work, 
This We Believe: Successful Schools for Young Adolescents. 
 
Table 1 
 
Similarities of Three Popular Research-Based Works that Educators Use for Program Guidance  
Educational  
Work  Similarities of Components  
Six Basic  Integration Exploration Guidance Differentiation Socialization Articulation 
Functions 
 
 
Turning Making  Opportunities Personal Ensuring Social and Development 
Points connections to understand adult  success for  emotional of personal  
  and reason relationship all students  development values and 
      identity 
      formation 
 
 
This We Integrative  Explorative  Multifaceted Multiple Structures Relevant 
Believe curriculum curriculum guidance and learning that support curriculum 
   support and teaching meaningful 
   services approaches relationships 
    that respond 
    to diversity 
 
Other commonalities for developmentally appropriate and effective middle schools 
would include: (a) providing smaller learning communities such as advisories to assist with 
developing close, trusting relationships with adults and peers, (b) peer collaboration in the 
manner of interdisciplinary teams to allow students the opportunity to make connections and 
expand their learning, (c) developing and strengthening school and community relationships to 
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give all stakeholders an opportunity to be involved, (d) having a shared vision to guide decision 
making, (e) having willing, qualified teachers, and audacious leaders, and (f) holding high 
expectations for all stakeholders—administrators, families, staff, students, and the community 
(Gruhn & Douglass, 1956, Jackson & Davis, 2000, Valentine et al., 2004).   
The National Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform is a coalition of 60 educators, 
researchers, national associations, and officers of professional organizations and foundations 
devoted to advancing the academic performance and healthy development of young adolescents 
(National Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform [National Forum], 2014). This alliance 
has developed the Self-Study and Rating Rubric (see Appendix C) to assist schools with 
identifying key indicators of effective middle-grades. Through this process, they are able to 
recognize schools across the country who are exhibiting radical steps towards high performance 
middle-grades programs. It is believed that to achieve this degree of performance, schools must 
establish norms, provide structures and structural procedures to promote and maintain their 
progression towards distinction (National Forum, 2013).  The schools to watch rubric parallels 
the research of the above-mentioned works and will be the foundation of the conceptual 
framework for this study. 
Grade configurations are design elements purposely utilized to create an effective, yet 
manageable combination of learners while honoring their developmental need, there has been a 
debate for over 100 years concerning which configuration, if any, is most effective (Mertens & 
Anfara, 2013). The introduction of junior high school came at the turn of the twentieth century 
and included grades seven, eight, and nine, known as the 6-3-3 configuration, six years of 
elementary, 3 years of junior high, and 3 years of high school (Anfara & Mertens, 2013, p. 596). 
The junior high movement arose as a means to provide adolescents with the most effective 
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educational opportunity to prepare students for the rigors of high school. Then there was the 
middle school movement which is currently still being implemented and continues to strive for 
providing adolescents with developmentally responsive programming.  
Finally, this study will look at three additional dynamics that may influence how 
students’ progress from the middle-grades through their early high school careers. Both teachers 
and administrators will complete the STW rubric to provide information about elements of 
effective middle-grades programs that are being implemented in their schools and the leadership 
indicators that are discernable throughout their respective programs. There will also be 
exploration to ascertain if there may be a relationship between the type of teacher certification 
that one holds and the affect it may have on a students’ transition through their ninth grade year 
of high school. 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between multiple characteristics 
of high-performing middle schools as identified in the schools to watch rubric and how those 
characteristics as well as grade configurations would affect students’ transition through their first 
year of high school. The study was conducted in a large urban school district in the Midwest (PS 
1789) which operates several middle schools. The study involved analysis of middle school 
teachers’ and principals’ responses to the STW self-study rubric across the four domains of the 
rubric. In particular, the independent variables derived from the rubric and focused on for this 
study included: personalization, interdisciplinary approach, comprehensive services, 
heterogeneous classes, flexible master schedule, credentialed and trained middle-grades 
professionals, and effective middle-grades leadership. Grade level configuration (K-8 and 6-8) 
commonly used in the study district also served as one of the independent variables. Dependent 
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variables related to students’ transition through ninth grade after matriculating from a middle 
school in the district included: Algebra 1 performance, attendance, credit attainment, and 
Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) scores from the ninth grade school year. The study 
district provided the researcher with information and student level data that were relevant to this 
study.   
Significance of Study 
The significance of this study may add to the knowledge of the relationship between 
middle-grades programming and high school transitional success in the ninth grade. Middle 
school leaders and educators may benefit from seeing how the researched-based components 
identified in this study operate within a single urban district where students are placed or choose 
to attend one of the two grade configurations utilized by district PS 1789.  
Exploration will specifically focus on seven independent variables, personalization, 
interdisciplinary approach, comprehensive services, heterogeneous classes, master schedule 
flexibility, credentialed and trained middle-grades professionals, and effective middle-grades 
leadership as recognized by the schools to watch rubric.  In addition to a deeper understanding of 
these variables by leaders in the district of study, other middle-grades educators may benefit by 
learning if there is a relationship between the independent variables and students’ transition 
through ninth grade, and if either configuration might by more accommodating of implementing 
those key variables. Might students have a more favorable transition through the ninth grade as a 
result of the programming provided by either of those grade level configurations, as measured by 
the four dependent variables, Algebra I performance, attendance, credit attainment, and MAP 
scores? 
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Educators may be able to understand if there are developmentally responsive reasons to 
support one grade configuration over the other, or devise a plan to provide equal 
developmentally responsive programming in the configuration that is lacking. Empirical data 
were gleaned from the perception documents and depicted the level of developmentally 
responsiveness that is currently provided within the schools that are participating in this study. 
Schools and district PS 1789 can access and possibly use the information to assist with providing 
students with the tools necessary for a developmentally appropriate and responsive educational 
experience and bolster academic success. 
In addition, educators can take advantage of the accrued data received from both the 
middle level teachers and leadership surveys. This information can provide administration with 
vital information in the following areas: a) current activities taking place within the schools 
involved in this study, b) middle level leaders’ self-assessed efficacy, and c) an insight for 
providing professional development. 
Research Questions 
The following research questions guided this study: 
1. To what extent do the ten schools in PS 1789 that serve middle-grades students 
exhibit or show evidence of several of the key indicators of effective middle-grades schools as 
identified by the schools to watch initiative, including: personalization, interdisciplinary 
approach, comprehensive services, heterogeneous classes, flexible master schedule, credentialed 
and trained middle-grades professionals, and effective middle-grades leadership? 
2. Is there a relationship between levels of implementation or practice of the seven 
key middle-grades variables documented for each school and indicators of students’ transition 
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through ninth grade which include Algebra I performance, school attendance, credit attainment 
in ninth grade, and MAP scores at the end of ninth grade? 
3. Does one of the two common grade configurations used in PS 1789—grades K-8 
and grades 6-8—lend itself to greater levels of implementation and practice of the seven key 
middle- grades variables (personalization, interdisciplinary approach, comprehensive services, 
heterogeneous classes, flexible master schedule, credentialed and trained middle-grades 
professionals, and effective middle-grades leadership) than the other, as measured by teacher and 
principal responses to the Schools to Watch Self-Study and Rating Rubric and other district-
provided relevant data? 
4. Is there a relationship between the grade level configuration for schools’ students 
attended (K-8 or 6-8) and indicators of students’ transition through ninth grade which include 
Algebra I performance, school attendance, credit attainment in ninth grade, and MAP scores at 
the end of ninth grad 
Conceptual Framework 
The rate of students dropping out of high school in this country every year is alarming. 
There may be multiple reasons for this trend. The question is what are the key leverage points for 
change that may have a substantial impact on the educational success of America’s youth? 
Despite the multitude of areas to consider and address, this study focusses on PS 1789 and its 
implementation of effective middle-grades components, as defined by the STW rubric and what 
impact they and grade configurations may have on students’ transition through ninth grade, as 
measured by Algebra I performance, attendance, credit attainment, and MAP scores.  
Several datasets were collected and examined for this study, including teacher responses 
to the self-study and rating rubric, teacher certification information, and evidence at the school 
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level about services and structure that are relevant to this study. In addition, data from two ninth 
grade cohorts served as the foundation of the dependent variables for this study. 
This study utilized the STW rubric as the conceptual framework. In 1999 the National 
Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform introduced the schools to watch program in an 
effort to recognize middle level schools throughout the country that were exhibiting progressive 
steps regarding high performance schooling. They believe three things of high-performing 
middle schools:  
they are academically excellent, mentally challenging all students, developmentally 
responsive, sensitive to the unique developmental needs of adolescents, and are socially 
equitable, exhibiting democracy, fairness, and providing every student with high-quality 
teachers, resources, and supports, and that each of those three domains are 
“complementary” to and interdependent of each other. (National Forum, 2014)  
Four dependent variables were chosen as a result of the importance placed on their role in 
academic success in reference to research or the district’s choice for use. Listed below are the 
reasons why the variables were chosen for this research: 
 Algebra 1—Researchers such as Timothy Stoelinga of the University of Illinois at 
Chicago, reiterates that algebra acts as a gatekeeper for high school graduation and 
postsecondary success (Moses & Cobb, 2001). Students who pass Algebra 1 by the end of ninth 
grade are more likely to take advanced mathematics courses, graduate from high school, and 
succeed in college (Adelman, 2006). The skills that students are exposed to during an Algebra 1 
course after successful completion, provides students will the necessary skills to excel in most 
other subjects. 
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 Attendance—Students who missed 10% or more of school greatly diminish their odds of 
graduating from high school (Balfanz, 2009). Research continues to confirm that “districts with 
low attendance rates customarily have chronic absenteeism at the middle-grades” (Balfanz, 2009, 
p. 8). Steps should be taken to find effective ways to incessantly monitor attendance in an effort 
to be proactive with students that are struggling to get to school. 
 Credit Attainment—Most high schools, including PS 1789 have a required number of 
academic credits students must attain to be deemed on-track for graduation. To be on-track going 
into the second year of high school, students have to earn enough credits by the end of their ninth 
grade year to be promoted to the tenth grade (Allensworth & Easton, 2005). Herlihy (2007) 
explains that “forty percent of ninth graders across the country fail to get promoted to the tenth 
grade, and of those 40%, less than 20% go on to graduate from high school, usually not with 
their original cohort (p. 6). Therefore, credit attainment is held in high regard with students as 
they navigate the high school process. 
 Measures of Academic Progress (MAP)—PS 1789 utilizes MAP testing three times a 
year for all students’ grades kindergarten through twelfth grade. Students are tested in 
September, November, and May. The MAPs are computerized adaptive assessments that are 
differentiated per individual students as a result of their responses to questions that have been 
answered. These events are interim assessments that measure growth, project proficiency, and 
inform educators how to differentiate instruction. This variable has been chosen to provide 
empirical data to support or deny the claim of projecting proficiency. 
The seven independent variables represent a subset of key indicators needed for effective 
middle-grades schools based on the STW rubric. Each was chosen due to the overlap in research 
data that supported the rubric, such as the Carnegie Council’s Turning Points (1989), Gruhn and 
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Douglass’ Six Basic Functions of the Junior High School (1956), and the National Middle 
School Association’s  This We Believe (2003), and that also regard these components as essential 
elements for effective middle-grades programs. 
This study is beneficial to the researcher and other educators because it may illuminate 
essential information that may be critical to providing students in the middle-grades with the 
most effective and developmentally appropriate educational opportunity. The researcher can then 
use what is learned from this study to offer the necessary modifications to current programming 
to strengthen and enhance student’s instructional experience.  
PS 1789 and other districts can scrutinize the data to determine if they are providing their 
middle-grades families and communities with the most optimal educational programming 
necessary for future success. Educational leaders will have the opportunity to make decisions 
that will positively position students for the future and at the same time make progressive steps 
towards increasing student achievement, increase future graduation rates, and provide families 
and communities with a well-rounded academic experience that affords students an even more 
competitive edge for college and career opportunities. 
The following conceptual framework (Figure 1) has been developed using components of 
the Schools to Watch Self-Study and Rating Rubric as well as some personal elements relevant 
to the district of study. 
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Figure 1.  Conceptual Framework.  This figure displays the conceptual framework that guided 
this research. It displays the key indicators as defined by the Schools to Watch Self-Study and 
Rating Rubric, the seven independent variables, and the five dependent variables. 
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Definition of Terms 
Many of the terms below have multiple meanings, so they are defined to ensure that 
readers will have a common definition throughout this study. 
 Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate (ACGR)—The percentage of first-time ninth 
graders in public high schools who graduate with a regular diploma within 4 years (Kena et al., 
2016, p. 36). 
 Annual Yearly Progress (AYP)—The measure by which schools, districts, and states 
are held accountable for student performance under Title I of the No Child Left Behind Act.  
 Average Freshman Graduation Rate (AFGR)—An estimate of four-year graduation 
rate calculated by using aggregated enrollment and diploma counts (Kena et al., 2016, p. 8). 
 Categorical Programs—Special education programs in which students are grouped on 
the basis of their IDEA eligibility category. 
 Common Core State Standards (CCSS)—A set of clear college- and career-ready 
standards for kindergarten through 12
th
 grade in English language arts/literacy and mathematics, 
devised by state education chiefs and governors from 48 states, which were designed to ensure 
that students graduating from high school are prepared to begin college-level courses or enter the 
workforce. 
 Comprehensive Services—In-house resources that address and nurture healthy 
emotional, intellectual, physical, and social development. 
 Credentialed and Trained Middle-Grades Professionals—Those who are trained to 
recognize, address, and advocate the unique social-emotional and developmental needs of 
adolescents, with state credentialing to teach at middle-grades. 
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 Departmentalized—Format in which students move from subject specific classroom to 
classroom during the day in a series of periods. 
 Developmental Responsiveness—The knowledge and ability to develop schools, and 
programs that take into consideration the full range of young adolescent growth and development 
(Nesin & Brazee, 2013, p. 469). 
 Effective Middle-Grades Leadership—Individuals that continually communicate with 
all constituents and distribute leadership while making data-driven decision to realize the shared 
vision. 
 Flexible Master Schedule—Scheduling that allows for academic interventions, projects, 
hands-on experimentation, and inquiry-based learning, permitting teachers to meet instructional 
needs while honoring the opportunity for students to work on one project in multiple classes. 
 Heterogeneous Classes—Providing every student with equal access to educational 
services and school-based activities. 
 Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)—Law that modifies and extends 
the education for All Handicapped Children Act. 
 Interdisciplinary Approach—The ability to make connections across disciplines to 
emphasize essential concepts and then integrate activities to support multiple concepts and 
disciplines. 
 Measures of Academic Progress (MAP)—Interim assessments that measure growth, 
project proficiency on high-stakes tests, and inform how to differentiate instruction (Northwest 
Evaluation Association, 2016). 
 Middle level Education—A term used to unify junior high school and the middle school 
advocates (Melton, 1984).  
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 No Child Left Behind (NCLB)—2001 legislation introduced by President George W. 
Bush to assist in closing the achievement gap resulting in all students being at their respective 
grade levels by the year 2014. 
 On-Track—Students have completed enough academic credits by the end of the school 
year to be promoted to the next grade, and have failed no more than one semester of a core 
subject area. 
 Personalization—Providing every student with an adult advocate and delivering 
differentiated instruction, a variety of instructional strategies and learning styles, as well as 
opportunities to explore personal interests. 
 Public School 1789—Large urban school district located in a Midwestern state. 
 Self-Contained—Format in which one teacher teaches all or nearly all subjects to a 
group of students, with students remaining in the classroom for the entire day. 
Research Design and Methodology 
This was a quantitative study using both survey (self-study) data collected at the building 
level and student level data provided by the district. The researcher explored the relationship and 
interplay between the following independent variables, comprehensive services, flexible 
scheduling, heterogeneous classes, interdisciplinary approach, personalization, credentialed and 
trained middle-grades professionals, and effective middle-grades leadership. Dependent variables 
consisted of Algebra 1 performance, attendance, credit attainment, and Measures of Academic 
Progress (MAP) scores. In addition to descriptive statistical measures used to describe findings, 
appropriate statistical tests were conducted to determine the relationships, if any, between 
variables. The researcher implemented linear regressions to determine if any of the independent 
variables had a relationship with any of the dependent variables. 
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The population of this study was representative of six schools in the PS 1789 school 
district, two K-8 programs and four 6-8 programs. The researcher had a sample size of 786 
subjects representing student level data from two different ninth grade cohorts. There were also 
74 middle-grades leaders and teachers subjects who participated in the study. 
Instrumentation utilized during this study was the Schools to Watch Self-Study and 
Rating Rubric. Middle-grades teachers and leaders—nine K-8 educators and 65 traditional 
middle school educators—completed the rubric. The rubric was developed by the National 
Forum to Accelerate Middle School Reform (2016) organization and is designed as a tool to 
monitor school improvement efforts. The rubric consists of four domains:  academic excellence, 
developmental responsiveness, social equity, and organizational structures and processes. The 
results provide data about what is currently happening in the classrooms participating in this 
study.  
Student level cohort data were obtained from PS 1789’s office of information systems. 
The process entailed submitting a research/data request that specifies the purpose of the study 
and specific data needed. 
Teacher certification data were obtained from a public credentials search via the 
Michigan online educator certification system.  
The STW Self-Study and Rating Rubric was retrieved from online sources. 
Implementation of the surveys involved teacher and administration completion during a common 
meeting time as determined by individual principals. 
Limitations 
The findings of this research cannot be generalized due to its sample size and data 
collection from only one district. The sample comprised 860 subjects: 786 students from two 
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different cohorts, 9 educators from two K-8 schools, and 65 educators from four traditional 6-8 
middle schools. In addition, it was impossible to control for all variables that may affect student 
success. Finally, the researcher is a current administrator of district PS 1789 and works at a 
middle school representing one of the configuration types included in this study. 
Table 2 represents the diversity of the two middle grade configurations offered by PS 
1789. All schools in the two categories are represented with the exception of categorical 
programs and the academic powerhouses that require above average academic skill as well as an 
application screening process to determine acceptance into the program. These two categories 
are indicative of 10 schools.    
 
Table 2 
 
PS 1789 Organizational Characteristics of Participant Schools  
  Academic Program  Staff 
 Schools Configuration Design Teachers Certification Classes 
 1 K-8  Self-contained 5 K-8 (SS) 2 
 2 K-8  Self-contained 6 K-8 (SS) 2 
 1 6-8  Departmentalized 23 K-8 (SS) 6/7 
     K-12 Sec. 
 2 6-8  Departmentalized 21 K-8 (SS) 6 
     Sec. 
 3 6-8  Departmentalized 27 Sec. 6 
 4 6-8 Departmentalized 25 Sec. 7  
 
 
 
Delimitations 
Data were gathered exclusively from one urban district from a Midwestern state that will 
be called PS 1789 to protect the anonymity of the district. Only schools which had a consistent 
grade configuration since 2010 was included in this study. Middle schools within the district that 
served as current academic outliers or special education categorical stand-alone programs were 
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excluded from this study. This study was limited to the two most common middle-grades 
configurations in this district: K-8 and 6-8. Only data from those administrators and teachers 
who worked in the schools participating in this study and students who attended one of the 
participating schools and entered ninth grade during the 2014-15 and 2015-16 school years was 
used for this analysis.  
Summary 
Learning is so complex that success cannot be determined by merely one or two factors. 
However, this study explores several research based key indicators of effective middle-grades 
programs that when implemented, can be utilized as a reference for educators working with 
young adolescents.  This study will explore grade configurations and seven independent 
variables and the impact they may have on students’ transition through their ninth grade year in 
high school as it relates to their Algebra I performance, attendance, credit attainment, and MAP 
score. The goal is that the results may provide operational information that adds to our 
knowledge about the relationship between middle-grades programs and high school success 
through the ninth grade. 
 
  
EFFECTIVE MIDDLE EDUCATION 24 
 
Chapter 2 
Literature Review 
What is Middle School? 
How do we define middle school? Middle school is an “educational program focused on 
the period of growth and development occurring between childhood and adolescence” 
(Gatewood, 1973, p. 221). These programs are designed to educate students between the ages of 
10 and 15 and are not an exaggerated elementary school or miniature high school (Andrews, 
2013, p. 1). Conrad Toepfer (1986) further explains that “effective middle schools develop 
programs which help students bridge the gap between both elementary and middle school and 
middle school and high school” (p. 9). The main idea of middle school is to educate adolescents 
in a manner that specifically addressed their needs. 
Lounsbury (2013) explained that it was not until 1984 that George Melton coined the 
term “middle level” to disband the philosophical arguments between those who advocated for 
reformed junior high schools and those who advocated for middle schools resulting in a shift to 
put the focus on providing developmentally appropriate programming for adolescents. 
Further controversy existed, and currently exists, in regards to how to organize 
adolescents for learning in the middle-grades. Organizing for learning, grade configurations have 
been a concern for over 100 years, essentially since the one-room schoolhouse (Mertens & 
Anfara, 2013). The introduction of junior high school came at the turn of the twentieth century 
and included grades 7, 8, and 9, known as the 6-3-3 configuration: 6 years of elementary, 3 years 
of junior high, and 3 years of high school (Mertens & Anfara, 2014, p. 596). The junior high 
movement arose as a means to provide adolescents with the most effective educational 
opportunity to prepare students for the rigors of high school. Then there was the middle school 
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movement which is currently still being implemented and continues to strive for providing 
adolescents with developmentally responsive programming. The grade span for the traditional 
middle school remains 6-8.  
Grade configurations are design elements purposely utilized to create an effective, yet 
manageable combination of learners while honoring their developmental needs. Once the one-
room school house was considered non-accommodating, there was the 6-6 model, serving first 
through sixth grades and seventh through twelfth grades. Next there was the 6-3-3 junior high 
model, serving first through sixth grades, seventh through ninth grades, and tenth through twelfth 
grades (Mertens & Anfara, 2013).  
More recently we find even more differentiated versions of design elements typically 
more geared towards the middle-grades. Some configurations are the K-8, 4-8, and 5-8 models. 
These differentiated models traditionally had smaller populations and were better equipped to 
meet the needs of creating class sizes in which teachers could establish and refine trusting 
relationships with their students and better address their social-emotional needs. The smaller 
class sizes also afford students with greater probability of building healthy peer relationships, 
opportunities to see explicit connections across discipline, and having a voice in matters they feel 
are important (Carnegie Council, 1989). However, with so many grade combinations, which, if 
any configuration provides students with the best opportunity for future success?  
Comparison of Middle Level Configurations 
The culture produced by a school’s academic organization has the power to impact 
student attitudes towards the school as well as education as a whole. When the middle school 
concept was conceived it was considered to be the most effective academic organization to 
address the comprehensive needs of adolescents. However, grade configurations have been, and 
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continue to be a point of contention since the inception of formal education in this country 
(Mertens & Anfara, 2013). In the early nineties Mac Iver and Epstein (1993) found that there 
were approximately 30 different configurations utilized throughout the country. More recent data 
from the National Center for Education Statistics accounts for 60 different grade configurations 
at a minimum. The two most popular configurations in the United States public educational 
system are 6-8 middle school at 13% and K-8 models at 5.5% (Mertens & Anfara, 2013).  
Recent data illustrate that students had larger achievement loss through at least the ninth 
grade for students that transition from an elementary school to a middle school encompassing the 
amalgamation of multiple elementary schools as compared to their K-8 counterparts. 
Furthermore, dropout rates were higher for those districts servicing 6-8 middle schools as 
compared to those districts servicing K-8 models (Martens & Anfara, 2013, p. 601). 
K-8 school student populations are typically smaller than many middle schools, thus they 
have the ability to provide young adolescents with the personalization they could not get in 
larger middle schools. Another positive aspect of the K-8 format is that it may lead to prolonged 
parent involvement. Data continue to show that parental participation declines dramatically when 
students enter the middle school grades (Mertens & Anfara, 2008). 
Most studies found that elementary school (K-8) students did significantly better than 
middle and junior high school students of the same age in grade point average, standardized state 
math and reading scores, and state test composite scores (Gordon, Peterson, Gdula & Klingbeil, 
2011). For example, Poncelet and Metis Associates (2004) found that “sixth graders in 
elementary school did significantly better on state standardized English/Reading exams than 
sixth graders in middle school, as well as having substantially fewer amounts of discipline 
infractions than their middle school counterparts” (p. 5).  Cook, J., McCoun, R., Muschkin, C. & 
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Vigdor, J. (2008) went on to explain that K-8 schools’ sixth, seventh, and eighth grade general 
and special education students had considerably higher attendance rates. In addition, in a national 
study using 1988 National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS) data: 
Eccles, J., Lord, S., Midgley, C. (1991) found that students in K-8 schools had 
significantly higher self-concept of their achievement potential, reported significantly 
lower levels of school threat or violence, were significantly better prepared for class, 
were absent significantly less often, and reported significantly less substance abuse than 
students in either middle schools or junior high schools (p. 10).   
Middle schools performed significantly worse than their K-8 counterparts on a number of 
measures such as course grades, failure rates, perceived safety and threat, and self-esteem. In 
fact, truancy, high dropout rates, violence, and substance abuse are all associated with middle 
schools, while K-8 schools are deemed to be “safe places” (Mertens & Anfara, 2008). 
Additionally, Kelly Bedard and Chau Do, whose 2005 study of national data found that moving 
sixth graders to middle school resulted in a 1-3% decline in on-time high-school graduation rates 
(p. 661). 
Middle schools usually have large attendance areas that encompass multiple elementary 
schools. For example, PS 1789 has 14 elementary schools that feed into 5 middle schools. In 
some districts, student populations in the middle level schools sometimes exceed 1,000, and can 
be as high as 2,000 in some urban areas. Such settings practically guarantee that the intellectual 
and emotional needs of youth will go unmet. Effective middle grade programs should be scaled 
down to maximize success. It is essential that students enter middle level programs in a planned 
small learning community in which integration of subject matter is a must. Such situations allow 
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teachers the opportunity to get to know each student well enough that they will be able to 
provide effective differentiated instruction (Carnegie Council, 1989, p. 37). 
Larger schools have a more damaging effect on student achievement regardless of grade 
configuration, this is particularly true of those students having lower social economic status (Lee 
and Loeb, 2000, Alspaugh, 1998, Rockoff and Lockwood, 2010). However, creating smaller 
schools or learning communities within the school may assist with providing personalization and 
supporting social-emotional development (Mertens & Anfara, 2008). Some researchers found a 
marked advantage in K-8 schools because cohort and class sizes were smaller.  
There has been compelling data that students who move to middle or junior high school 
in Grades 6 or 7 undergo an acute decline in their learning trajectory and continue to struggle, 
relative to their K-8 counterparts through Grade 8 and into high school, based on studies carried 
out in Florida and New York. Unfortunately, the damaging effects of middle school are not 
mitigated in high school (Jacob & Rockoff, 2011, p. 13).  
Also notable across multiple studies was the negative impact of transitioning from one 
school to another. Students transitioning to a new school had substantially higher rates of 
suspensions and a decline in academic achievement (Alspaugh, 1998, Cook et al., 2008). 
Schwerdt and West (2011) further explain that the more transitions in a district, the higher the 
drop-out rate (Gordon et al., 2011). 
Transitional years in a student's education have the potential to throw them off-course as 
they attempt to successfully continue their education, especially if they—or their parents—are 
not well prepared for the expectations that await them. The ninth-grade year can act as a 
stumbling block for students, especially if they've been struggling academically or have picked 
up bad habits (Christie & Zinth, 2008). To guarantee success in high school, it is critical for high 
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schools to have either early warning systems or specialized programs in place that identify 
students who are likely to encounter complication with the transition to ninth grade, and that 
these identified students are provided with adequate help. 
Christie and Zinth (2008) believe that urban schools must focus on “over-determining” 
success, which can be interpreted as, among other things, not allowing students to fail. They 
suggest developing the following structures: 
 High school readiness programs during the summer prior to ninth grade. 
 Extended time to master challenging courses, with elective credit given for the 
additional units. 
 Tutoring by teachers, peers, or community volunteers during, before and after school, 
and on weekends. 
 An accelerated program to bring ninth grade students up to grade level. 
 Computer assisted programs (p. 1). 
Despite research that suggests there may be advantages for students in a K-8 grade 
configuration, substantial efforts have been made historically to create schools specifically to 
meet the needs of young adolescents. Such schools became common practice during two reform 
periods (Jacob & Rockoff, 2011). The junior high school movement, for seventh and eighth 
grades, was most prevalent in the early 1900s, while the middle school movement materialized in 
the 1960s and 1970s. Both movements were driven by the idea that adolescents were not simply 
older elementary school students or younger high school students, and that they would benefit 
from schools that customized educational practices to their needs and converged on preparing 
them for the rigors of high school (Juvonen, Le, Kaganoff, Augustine & Constant, 2004). The 
middle school movement more so, illuminated that the biological events of puberty 
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fundamentally disrupted the middle school years and had a profound impact upon the cognitive, 
social, and emotional lives of young teens (Armstrong, 2006, p. 112). 
PS 1789 Middle Level Configurations 
Research has shown that students attending schools with transitions at Grade 6 and 9 
experience greater achievement loss than students attending K-8 programs (Seidman, Allen, 
Aber, Mitchell & Feinman, 1994). Schwerdt and West (2011) found that disadvantaged 
subgroups experience an even greater negative impact academic achievement as a result of the 
transitioning process. Furthermore, compared to students who attended K-8 schools, traditional 
middle school students did worse on math and English Language arts in high school and were 
more likely to drop out (Baron, 2011). 
PS 1789 designed the middle school program, in most of its middle schools, as a scaled-
down version of the high school program. Initially, PS 1789 utilized the junior high school 
model, as did many districts, but has since moved to both the Grades 6-8 middle school 
configuration and the grades K-8 configuration. The elementary program (K-8) assigns students 
to one teacher for the entire school year, with the exception of classes in the areas of art, music, 
and physical education. When students transition to middle school, they are introduced to six or 
seven different classes, taught by as many teachers in most cases. Each class now focuses on a 
particular content, and is in session for an average of one hour. Classes no longer have the same 
faces in them, and depending on the size of the student body, most classes encompass nearly 30 
students, with no two classes having the exact same student make-up. Therefore, there is an 
adjustment period that most students go through when navigating through the middle school 
years, coupled with the necessary adjustments to accommodate for puberty, and a different way 
of learning during this time period.  
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A comparison of the two organizational types utilized in PS 1789 shows that six of the 
nine unique needs of adolescence are equally satisfied via both program structures. However, 
there are three needs that are not equally demonstrated within the two organizational types, two 
in K-8 and one in middle school. 
The K-8 models are not standardized in PS 1789. Some are departmentalized, some are 
self-contained, and others represent an amalgamation of the two.  Although there is an 
adjustment period moving into the middle school setting of a K-8 building, it is not as harsh as 
that of the traditional middle school programs. K-8 programs may be able to provide young 
adolescents with the personalization they could not get in larger middle schools. This aspect of 
the K-8 program fulfills the need of creating and maintaining personal adult relationships more 
so than the middle school programs. In many cases this attribute is accomplished utilizing the 
smaller learning community strategy. In addition, in PS 1789’s K-8 programs there is the 
advantage of showing connectedness across disciplines, whereas middle schools are more 
accustomed to focusing on specific subject areas.  
However, in the PS 1789’s system, middle school programs have an advantage in the area 
of providing students with the opportunity to have regular physical education and fitness 
availability. Middle schools provide physical education classes daily, whereas, K-8 programs 
only provide it once a week. Research explains that regular physical activity helps to maintain 
both mental and physical health. Therefore, the lack of such physical activity could lead to poor 
health, thus possibly contributing to poor academic performance.  
Historical Review of the Middle-Grades Movement 
The Junior High Movement. The junior high school movement had its foundation in a 
series of discussions by national committees at the end of the nineteenth century. Inaugural 
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junior high schools debuted at the turn of the twentieth century and were inclusive of seventh 
through ninth grades (Mertens & Anfara, 2013). This particular organizational structure was 
created out of an alliance of competing groups and social reformers, whose goal was to present a 
curriculum more appealing to seventh and eighth grade students than the elementary experience 
offered, thus keeping children in school and subsequently abating child labor abuse (Anfara, 
2004). 
The junior high school model was adopted after a significant increase in elementary aged 
students after World War I. Older students, who were previously placed in elementary schools, 
were now in schools with a more consolidated building, releasing space in the neighborhood 
school for the growing younger student population (Alexander & George, 1981). These schools 
became the standard educational program for adolescents. As a result, the 6-3-3 configuration 
dominated in American educational system. The representation was broken down as follows: 
elementary (first-sixth), junior high (seventh-ninth), and high school (tenth-twelfth). 
In 1947, William Gruhn and Harl Douglass authored the book The Modern Junior High 
School, in which they developed the six basic functions of the junior high school. Gruhn and 
Douglass believed that the functions were necessary to honor the goal of providing an 
appropriate educational experience for adolescents (as cited in Lounsbury, 2013). Gruhn and 
Douglass’ (1956) six basic functions are: 
 Integration (making connections) 
 Exploration (career and educational) 
 Guidance (adult support) 
 Differentiation (diversity in learning approaches and activities) 
 Socialization (preparation for future life in society) 
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 Articulation (gradual preparation for high school). 
These six functions continue to serve as foundational elements to provide effective middle- 
grades education. 
In the 1940s and 1950s, the “Life Adjustment Movement,” a group of citizens opposed to 
the academic rigor within junior high schools, drew more enthusiasts that advocated for more 
socialization and less focus on academic rigor (Yeche, 2005).  This movement and overall 
questioning of the effectiveness of the junior high school served as precursors to the middle 
school movement. However, Clarke (1971) states that “it is generally agreed that the lack of 
properly trained teachers is a major factor” in the overall failure of the junior high school (p. 
218). The belief was that there was a better way to educator adolescents, and supporters of this 
belief advocated for change. 
The Middle School Movement. In 1962, psychologist J. M. Tanner shared information 
to encourage providing 6-8 grades programming over the 7-9 grades configuration. He explained 
that due to adolescents’ social-emotional concerns, there were legitimate biological and 
developmental reasons for the 6-8 configuration to be the most beneficial (p. 19). A year later, 
William Alexander coined the term “Middle School” at a speech at Cornell University 
supporting the need to provide separate educational programming for young adolescents 
(Lounsbury, 2013). 
The middle school movement clarified that the biological events of puberty 
fundamentally disrupted the middle school years and had a profound impact upon the cognitive, 
social, and emotional lives of young teens, and how important it was to have adequately trained 
teachers. In The Best Schools: How Human Development Research Should Inform Educational 
Practice, Thomas Armstrong (2006) agrees with the Carnegie Council, but further states that 
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“teachers of students in the middle-grades need to understand the developmental needs of young 
adolescents, particularly their neurological, social, emotional, and metacognitive growth” (p. 
113). Providing students with the most qualified staff will ensure they are meeting all of the 
students’ needs. 
Current Trends in Middle-Grades Education. Thompson believed that the middle 
school movement experienced its best decade in history from about 1990 to 2000 due to three 
major happenings, both of the Turning Points publications and research and public knowledge of 
the middle school movement from several reputable national foundations, such as W.K. Kellogg 
and the Lilly Endowment. Other pertinent undertakings in the name of amending and enhancing 
adolescent education included the Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) process, the position 
paper This We Believe: Successful Schools for Young Adolescents, and the National Forum to 
Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform. 
Comprehensive School Reform is a strategy for improving all aspects of school life, 
while giving schools ownership of the change process. Schools that take advantage of the CSR 
process are able to leverage sparse state and local resources to quicken the rate of reform, 
thereby increasing academic achievement (Thompson, 2004, p.131). 
In 2003, the National Middle School Association devised a position paper entitled This 
We Believe: Successful Schools for Young Adolescents. The organization believes that this paper 
“should serve as a living document, fully able to reflect our philosophy and understanding of 
young adolescents and the conditions that make effective middle level schools” (p. v). The vision 
set forth in this document included 14 characteristics of successful middle-grades schools. Eight 
of those characteristics focused on culture, while the remaining six focused on middle-grades 
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programming (National Middle School Association [NMSA], 2003). The cultural characteristics 
are: 
 educators who value working with this age group and are prepared to do so 
 courageous, collaborative leadership 
 a shared vision that guides decisions 
 an inviting, supportive, and safe environment 
 high expectations for every member of the learning community 
 students and teachers engaged in active learning 
 an adult advocate for every student 
 school-initiated family and community partnerships 
and the program characteristics are the following: 
 curriculum that is relevant, challenging, and integrative, and exploratory 
 multiple learning and teaching approaches that respond to their diversity 
 assessment and evaluation programs that promote quality learning 
 organizational structures that support meaningful relationships and learning 
 school-wide efforts and policies that foster health, wellness, and safety 
 multifaceted guidance and support services. 
Although stated a little differently, these characteristics complement previous recommendations 
provided by other middle-grades advocates such as Gruhn and Douglass, the Carnegie Council, 
and the National Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform. 
In the book Leaders for a Movement (Andrews & Anfara, 2003) it is noted that one of the 
goals of the National Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform is making high-performing 
schools the norm rather than the exception (p. 385). Established in 1997, the Forum unifies some 
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of the most renowned leaders and administrators in middle-grades reform. They share a sense of 
urgency in identifying priority areas and creating and implementing high-leverage strategies that 
generate results (Kasak, 2005, p. 304). 
The vision of the Forum has been embodied in a set of criteria representative of four 
major areas called domains: academic excellence, developmental responsiveness, social equity, 
and organizational structures and processes (National Forum, 2011). Each domain encompasses 
several key indicators of effective middle-grades schools, and are complementary and 
interdependent of each another. Each domain serves as a description of what is expected of high-
performing middle-grades programs. Below is a brief description of each domain (National 
Forum, 2013): 
Academic excellence.  The ability to challenge every student to effectively use their 
minds. 
Developmental responsiveness.   The consciousness and execution of addressing the 
unique developmental characteristics of early adolescence. 
Social equity.  Demonstrating unbiased, democratic, and impartial environments, 
honoring every student with high-quality teachers, resources, learning opportunities, supports, 
and encouraging options. 
Organizational Structures and Processes.  Establishing customs, constructs, and 
organizational provisions to aid and maintain their journey toward excellence. 
Effective Programming in Middle-Grades Education 
Developmentally Responsive Research.  Middle grade schools are potentially society’s 
most powerful opportunity to recapture millions of youth that are adrift (Carnegie Council, 1989, 
p. 32). Turning Points further illuminated that the period of life from ages 10 to 15 represents, 
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for many young people, is their last best chance to choose a path toward productive and fulfilling 
lives (Carnegie Council, 1998, p. 8). For most adolescents, the shift from elementary to junior 
high or middle school means moving from the stability of a small, one primary classroom to a 
much larger, impersonal institution, where teachers and classmates change as many as 6 to 7 
times a day, resulting in barriers to the formation of stable peer groups and close, supportive 
relationships with caring adults (p. 32).  
It is the responsibility of educators to create effective middle-grades programming that is 
developmentally responsive to adolescent needs. Developmental responsiveness refers to having 
the knowledge and ability to develop schools and programs that take into consideration the full 
range of young adolescent growth and development and applying it daily throughout the 
educational process (Nesin & Brazee, 2013). 
Experts and researchers believe that due to the unique needs of young adolescents—
opportunities to understand their rapidly changing bodies, opportunities to utilize their increased 
ability to understand and reason, opportunities to enhance their development of personal values 
and identity formation, activities that promote social and emotional development, interactions 
and activities to support their increased sense of social justice, the need to be heard, decision-
making opportunities, and personal adult relationships—states need to require teacher 
certification specifically for educators teaching the middle-grades. However, despite 45 states 
and the District of Columbia having a middle-grades teacher license, a certification, or an 
endorsement, less than 50% of the states require that middle-grades teachers hold specific 
credentials to teach young adolescents (McEwin & Smith, 2013, p. 690). 
Prior to the twentieth century, there were appeals for a core curriculum that did not 
exhibit distinct subject lines to allow students the ability to see the connections, or what John 
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Dewey called “natural connections,” those between the curriculum and real life (Bean, 1997, 
Andrews, 2013, p. 59). Yet Jackson and Davis (2000) concluded that middle-grades schools 
throughout the United States continue to unsuccessfully educate all students uniformly.  
One of the major reasons for this unsuccessful process is the failure to engage students, 
which means failing to provide significant, applicable, and absorbing learning experiences for 
every student. Doda (2013) shares that when content does not reflect all children’s lives or in fact 
distorts those lives, young adolescents cannot connect school with their known world (p. 346). 
Neito (1992) goes on to explain that children who are not in the dominant group have a hard time 
finding themselves or their communities in the books they read or the curriculum to which they 
are exposed. Examples would be the depiction of African Americans and Native Americans in 
history books, and the practice of slavery in the United States. 
Equity continues to be a concern in our nation’s schools. In 1995, Deborah Meier stated 
“The question is not, ‘Is it possible to educate all children well?’, but rather, ‘Do we want to do it 
badly enough?’” (p. 4). The current reality of the K-12 educational system demonstrates that 
equity continues to be a concern among minority and economically-disadvantaged students. Data 
show stagnant and, in some cases, declining academic gains in both subgroups, which maintains 
and possibly widens the achievement gap. “Closing the achievement gap requires closing the gap 
in opportunity”, (Haycock, 2001, Doda, 2005, p. 27). Comer (2004) adds that closing the 
achievement gap has everything to do with demographic inequalities that exist at the foundation 
of our social system. Therefore, there has to be a commitment to equity when educating our 
youth, an outlook that Jackson and Davis (2000) also confirm. As a result, it is vital that cultural 
competence and diversity are mandatory components of educators’ training and work (Andrews 
& Anfara, 2003). 
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It is important to note that teachers are a crucial component of a successful middle-grades 
educational program. The authors of Turning Points: Preparing American Youth for the 21
st
 
Century explained that “the success of transformed middle grade schools will stand or fall on the 
willingness of teachers and other staff to invest their efforts in young adolescents” (Carnegie 
Council, 1989, p. 58). This particular work is believed to be the catalyst for modern day middle 
school reform (Jackson & Davis, 2000). The premise of the 1989 Turning Points work was to 
provide recommendations to assist educators in designing middle-grades programming that 
meets the developmental and social needs of adolescents. The group shared that young 
adolescents need to be able to effectively grapple with complex concepts, think critically, and 
deal with information as a part of a system instead of isolated, disconnected facts. As a result, it 
is essential that middle school educators work as a team to design and teach interdisciplinary, 
developmentally appropriate units of study (Carnegie Council, 1989). Yet, most traditional 
middle schools usually offer classes by subject, making it difficult for students to see 
connections between ideas and concepts in different subject areas. However, it is critical for 
curriculum, assessments, and instruction to be aligned. This alignment allows students to clearly 
see where they are going in a way that is purposeful (Lezotte, 2002). Additionally, classes are 
usually divided into about 45 to 55 minute periods, which perpetuate the dysfunction of the 
learning process for middle-grades students.  
The Carnegie Council (1989) called for integrating subject matter across disciplines, as a 
result, adolescents will be able to connect information as a part of a system as opposed to 
isolated facts (p. 47). Learning is believed to occur quicker and more comprehensively when 
presented in meaningful contexts and with an experiential component. Brain research supports 
interdisciplinary learning, thematic teaching, experiential education, and teaching that is 
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responsive to student learning styles. This integration helps students make connections between 
what they do in school and in their communities, as well as between different disciplines or 
subject matter areas. Successful integration produces enhanced comprehension of subject-matter 
and content processes in ways that promote residual learning (Brophy & Alleman, 1996, p. 2). 
In 2000, Jackson and Davis continued the work of the Carnegie Task Force, with Turning 
Points 2000: Educating Adolescent in the 21
st
 Century. In this work, they provided some updates 
as a result of the recommendations that were offered in the original Turning Points report. 
Jackson and Davis found that there had been a lot of progress in transforming middle-grades 
education, and yet, there is nonetheless a lot of work ahead in this process.  
Some of the data that Jackson and Davis (2000) shared was that teacher/student teams 
rose 24% from 1989 to 1992, which is important in establishing and maintaining a healthy 
personal relationship with at least one adult. They also found that schools that were committed to 
implementing the recommendations of the Carnegie Task Force saw significant increases in 
mathematics, language arts, and reading on standardized tests. However, although there was 
evidence of progress toward providing a more developmentally responsive education for 
adolescents, schools continue to fall short in providing a high quality education for all students 
(Jackson & Davis, 2000). Education must be equal for all students, not just those that have 
certain qualifications or a certain status. As a result of this finding, their overall goal of “ensuring 
success for every student, promoting the greater good of every student over the enhancement of 
an elite few” is an extension to the recommendations of the past Turning Points work (p. 11).  
Jackson and Davis (2000) also found that in many places there was no or very little 
exposure to interactive instructional approaches, continued existence of passive learning, and 
middle school curriculum that continues to be less lucid, less engrossed, and less rigorous than 
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other countries. Therefore, educators are not honoring key indicators of the recommendations, 
such as providing exploration opportunities and curriculum that explicitly displays or has the 
capacity to make connections across disciplines. Another important finding was that 
recommended changes had occurred least often in high-poverty urban and rural communities (p. 
5). Do PS 1789 middle grade schools provide these services, or are they like a large number of 
school districts providing fragmented curricula in large impersonal schools, which is a formula 
now known to be ineffective (Armstrong, 2006). 
Middle school advocates Nesin and Brazee (2005) state that middle schools exist to serve 
diversity, bringing adolescents between the ages of 10 and 14 together because they are 
disparate, whereas elementary and high schools’ purpose is inclusion (p. 40). Developmental 
research explains that the stage at which students attend middle school occur at a period of 
development conspicuous of intense changes in attitudes, motivation, low self-esteem, reduced 
ability to judge risks and consequences, diminished respect for authority, and other conduct that 
may make it difficult to educate students at this stage (Eccles, Midgley and Adler, 1984). 
Students experience a difficult transition at precisely the time when they may need increased 
attention to social and academic needs (Jacob and Rockoff, 2011, p. 13). Imparting adolescents 
with an arduous yet compassionate middle school experience is also an important factor in 
making a successful transition into high school (Belcher & Hatley, 1994). Adolescents’ who feel 
supported, know they have activities to participate in, and people who will help them with 
challenges, are more likely to remain in school (Balfanz, R. & Letgers, N., 2004).  
In developmentally responsive middle schools and classrooms, there is acknowledgment 
and implementation of a full range of young adolescent growth and development programs and 
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activities, thus meeting students’ unique needs (Nesin & Brazee, 2013). These schools address 
the unique needs of adolescence as described below. 
Opportunities to understand their rapidly changing bodies.  The Carnegie Council 
(1989) notes that, “with the exception of athletes, many students do not receive the health 
services they need,” and although “school systems are not responsible for meeting every need of 
their students, when it directly affects learning, the school must meet the challenge…so it is with 
health” (p. 60-61).  
Some vital aspects of facilitating opportunities to understand changes that adolescents 
will face include curriculum about physical maturation and reproduction, access to health 
services, information about proper nutrition and diet, and access to those foods via school lunch 
services, and the availability of regular physical education and fitness activities. Evidence 
continues to show that fitness is crucial to both good mental and physical health. Conversely, 
poor health contributes to lower academic performance (Carnegie Council, 1989). Armstrong 
(2006) further explains that “adolescents need to be informed about issues relevant to their lives 
such as substance abuse, depression, eating disorders, and other ills that can begin at this stage of 
development, within a context that emphasizes how to stay healthy, rather than how to avoid 
diseases” (p. 7).  In addressing these issues educators demonstrate how they are conscious of the 
current needs of students. 
Opportunities to utilize their increased ability to understand reason.   Metacognition 
becomes operational during puberty (Armstrong, 2006). Therefore, for the first time students 
have the ability to step back and examine how they think. As a result, students should be given 
every opportunity to be reflective and learn how to utilize metacognition when working with 
curriculum, assignments, and exploration. It is during this stage that adolescents begin to learn 
EFFECTIVE MIDDLE EDUCATION 43 
 
how to grapple with more complex concepts and think more critically (Carnegie Council, 1989, 
Tanner, 1962).  
Opportunities to enhance their developing personal values and identity formation.  
Middle-grades students struggle internally trying to figure out who they are. During this stage of 
their lives, they begin to dismiss things they once valued in an effort to adapt to new peer 
expectations. It is the sense of “becoming myself,” this new person, independent of their parents 
(Powell Ingram, 2008, p. 131). Finding healthy peer groups to associate with during this stage 
becomes critical. 
Activities that promote social emotional development.  Developmentally appropriate 
middle schools assist students in developing emotional, intrapersonal, and interpersonal 
intelligence (Armstrong, 2006, p.8). Providing cooperative learning opportunities is an effortless, 
yet effective process of accomplishing this goal. Such opportunities give students practice 
honing skills that are necessary to function successfully in society. 
Interactions and activities to support their increased sense of social justice.  Middle- 
grades students want and need opportunities to figure out what makes sense to them. Educators 
must provide these students with real-life scenarios from their communities, the local and world 
news and within their school that they can weigh-in on and find solutions that may positively 
impact them. 
The need to be heard.  Armstrong (2006) believes that helping students find their voice is 
one of the most important attributes educators can impart during this time of inner turmoil. This 
need is closely connected to the need for social justice and righting wrongs. When educators can 
ensure that students are finding their voices, they help students become confident, strengthening 
their self-esteem and gain a sense of “selfhood” (p. 8).    
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Decision-making opportunities.  Responsive schools ensure that students have a 
significant role in the matters of the school. Examples would include peer mediation, organizing 
school assemblies and special events, providing feedback about programming, and the 
opportunity to express themselves without reprisal. These opportunities allow students to 
experience empowerment, which is critical during this stage of development (Armstrong, 2006, 
p. 8). 
Personal adult relationships.  The Carnegie Council (1989) explains that “school should 
be a place where close, trusting relationships with adults and peers create a climate for personal 
growth and intellectual development” (p. 37) Additional research confirms that students should 
be assigned to one teacher for the duration of their middle school career who serves as a mentor, 
confidant, counselor and will provide them with a sense of safety and confidence (Armstrong, 
2006). Ullman (2005) concurs and adds that “so many of the important objectives of education 
cannot be effectively achieved in a short-term relationship” (p. 6). Looping is a process that 
facilitates and enhances those meaningful relationships. 
Additional debate continues around departmentalized classrooms versus self-contained 
classrooms. In 1994, Montgomery and Rossi stated, “the way in which schools and classrooms 
are organized has an immediate impact on students’ “educational experiences” (p. 1). The 
bottom line is providing developmentally responsive programming regardless of the 
organizational set up that is available. 
Parkay and Stanford (1995, 2007) describe that when students are in departmentalized 
classrooms they usually are moving from one classroom to another, studying four or five 
academic subjects taught by teachers who specialize in that particular subject. Advantages of 
departmentalized classrooms are that this organization allows students to become familiar with 
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the process and thus are more prepared when they enter into high school, where they will more 
than likely continue utilizing departmentalization (Catledge-Howard, Dilworth & Ward, 2003), 
and that teachers are focused in a particular discipline and “instructional time was better utilized 
by concentrating on fewer subjects” (Chan & Jarman, p.70, 2004). Disadvantages include 
disconnectedness between subjects, students not being able to make connections, and teachers 
having decreased personal knowledge of students as a result of the number of students they are 
responsible for throughout the school day (Gess-Newsome, 1999). 
Self-contained classrooms are defined as programs where “one teacher teaches all or 
nearly all subjects, with teacher and students remaining in the same classroom for the entire day 
or nearly the entire day” (Parkway & Stanford, 2007, p. 362). Self-contained classrooms are 
common at the elementary level. 
Advantages of self-contained classrooms include teachers being able to build and nurture 
personal relationships with their students and increased time spent on instruction as a result of 
reduced transitions (McGrath & Rust, 2002). The capacity to allow for students building close 
relationships with adults would afford this practice to be considered more developmentally 
appropriate than departmentalization. Additionally, Catledge-Howard et al. (2003) found student 
achievement was higher in the subject areas of language arts and science. Disadvantages of self-
contained classrooms include teachers having to be a “subject matter generalist”, as a result, 
students are not afforded more in-depth subject area instruction (Bezeau, 1989, p. 7), and 
teachers are expected to “carry the responsibility of curriculum for the entire school day” 
(Dropsey, 2004, p. 3). This type of organization can be overwhelming at times. 
As depicted in Table 2, PS 1789 Organizational Characteristics of Participant Schools (in 
Chapter 1), K-8 schools in this study are either completely self-contained or a combination of 
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self-contained and departmentalized, whereas all of the middle schools (6-8) in this study utilize 
the departmentalized format. 
Beyond Developmentally Appropriate: The Forum’s Recommendations 
The National Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform expanded the above research 
on developmentally responsiveness as one of four domains of their rubric that provides examples 
of key indicators for effective middle-grades programs. See Appendix C for a copy of the rubric. 
There are ten key indicators included in the developmentally responsive domain of the 
rubric. Two of those components were not fully represented in the research presented above: 
discovering and demonstrating their own competence, and providing age-appropriate co-
curricular activities. These opportunities are important so students are able to discern what their 
interests are when planning for the future and for developing skills that will be necessary to 
effectively work with others. Further comparison of the rubric with past research indicates that in 
the academic excellence domain the one component not mentioned is providing student supports 
to meet their academic needs.  
Both the social equity and organizational structures and processes domains are unique in 
that the components for effectiveness go deeper than what previous works have provided. 
Examples in the social equity domain include continually assessing and adapting curriculum to 
meet the needs of students, providing activities and opportunities to learn and appreciate other 
cultures, maintaining a well-rounded student reward system, and recruiting staff that reflect the 
student community both linguistically and culturally (National Forum, 2013). 
The organizational structures and processes domain also extends previous research by 
adding the following components: responsibility for moving school-improvement efforts 
forward, conscious and concerted resource allocation among the school and district for 
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professional learning for middle-grades education, and the vertical articulation of programs 
within school feeder patterns (National Forum, 2011).  
In an effort to make the study more manageable, exploration specifically focused on 
seven independent variables: personalization, interdisciplinary approach, comprehensive 
services, heterogeneous classes, master schedule flexibility, credentialed and trained middle- 
grades professionals, and effective middle-grades leadership, as recognized by the schools to 
watch rubric.   
Teacher Certification/Licensure 
Junior high schools have always been considered as secondary schools (McEwin & 
Smith, 2013). So it is not surprising that many charged with licensing educators presumed that 
certification/licensure for junior high schools should be comparable or equal to that of high 
schools. However, McEwin and Smith (2013) also explain that the lack of sufficient numbers of 
specially prepared teachers was commonly considered one of the reasons for the overall failure 
of the junior high school movement (p. 681). Historically, as well as currently, the majority of 
teachers have not been educated to teach middle-grades students (Petzko, 2004). However, it is 
believed that the quality of teacher instruction is one of the most significant dynamics that 
impacts student achievement. McEwin and Smith (2013) further explain that the primary role of 
teacher licensure/certification agencies and professional practice boards is “ensuring that all 
students are taught by highly qualified teachers who have the specialized knowledge, skills, and 
disposition needed to be effective” (p. 689). Unfortunately, “it is during the middle-grades that 
the battle of urban education is lost, and also that the absence of strong curricula and the lack of 
well-prepared teachers are most severe” (Balfanz & Mac Iver, 2000, p. 137). Yet many states 
accept non-specific middle level certification that allows for a wider range of employment 
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opportunities. McEwin, Dickinson, and Smith (2004) believe this particular practice is a form of 
malpractice which reflects on the responsibility of teacher licensure and certification agencies 
that fail to fulfill their primary function of protecting adolescents (p. 115). At any rate, leaders 
must ensure that their teachers become experts at teaching our youth irrespective of their license. 
It is believed that middle-grades education is where the deficiency of properly prepared 
educators is most austere. The need is for teachers who are “experts at reaching adolescents” 
(Valentine, Clark, Hackman & Petzko, 2002, p. 9). Therefore, ensuring that teachers are properly 
certified to teach students at specific grade levels is crucial to providing students with the 
appropriate professionals to meet their educational needs. However, middle-grades teacher 
preparation and licensure has yet to become a priority in the reform process. Despite 45 states 
and the District of Columbia having either a middle-grades teacher license, certification, or an 
endorsement, less than 50% of the states in the United States require that middle grades teachers 
hold specific credentials to teach young adolescents (McEwin, 2007). McEwin, Dickinson, and 
Smith (2003) go on to say that endorsement add-ons are also common, but are one of the least 
effective ways to advance the goals of middle level education. 
The validity of middle-grades education continues to be of concern to stakeholders. In 
1998, Cooney stated that middle schools are the “weak links” in the K-12 education chain (p. 4). 
Balfanz and Mac Iver (2000) go on to describe middle-grades education as a place where the 
crusade of urban education is lost. Educators, policy makers, and remaining stakeholders must be 
steadfast in ensuring that young adolescents are getting the most effective programming that 
provides the specific social-emotional strategies and interventions to successfully prepare them 
for their future educational and career endeavors. 
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McEwin and Smith (2013, pp. 68-67) give suggestions of teacher preparation 
requirements unique to middle-grades educators. Key examples are:  
 Understanding the history and philosophy of middle-grades education. 
 Understanding of young adolescent development and its implications for effective 
teaching and learning. 
 Middle-grades field experience. 
 Successful implementation of interdisciplinary teams and advisory programs. 
Additionally, middle level teachers should be required to have thorough knowledge in at least 
two subject areas to provide a solid academic foundation. This particular practice helps promote 
understanding and interrelationships among subject areas, which is a key component of a 
developmentally responsive adolescent educational experience (McEwin et al., 2003, McEwin et 
al., 2004).  McEwin et al. (2004) further believed that: 
improving the learning of adolescents, means improving the professional preparation of 
those who teach them. Licensure and certification boards must require, non-overlapping 
licensure for middle level teachers, form collaborative relationships with representatives 
from teacher preparation faculties, and encourage districts to give priority to employing 
middle level teachers that have successfully completed specialized middle level teacher 
preparation program. (p. 116) 
Middle Level Leadership 
Equally important to effective middle level education is appropriate leadership. As 
districts look to fulfill middle level principal positions, the goal should be choosing those 
candidates who are committed to serving students at the middle level. Reeves (2009) suggests 
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that middle level leaders need to be adaptive, yet uphold a fundamental set of principles that 
demonstrate a steadfast allegiance to enriching the educational experiences for their students. 
Leadership has always been an important aspect of any organization, but it became 
increasingly more critical for educators after the 1957 launch of Sputnik and even more so after 
the 1983 publication of Kaufman’s A Nation at Risk, which accused public schools of 
inadequately preparing students for the future (Fowler, 2009, Lounsbury, 2013). As a result, 
accountability measures increased for students and began to be imposed on all school based 
personnel (Williamson & Johnston, 2013).   
There are some essential attributes that middle level leaders should possess in order to be 
effective while being mindful of the following key themes: building relationships, impacting 
culture, understanding adolescent development and developmentally responsiveness, and 
implementing necessary reforms (Clark & Clark, 2008, Leithwood & Riehl, 2003, Valentine et 
al. 2004).   
Leaders must be mentally strong and lead by example. Valentine et al. (2004) believe that 
“principals are charged with doing everything possible to ensure that their students show 
maximum academic, social, and emotional growth” (p. 93). Assurance that these above goals 
will be met has to start with developing a realistic vision. Maxwell (1997) explains in Leadership 
101 that “leadership is the capacity to translate vision into reality” (p. 14). An effective vision 
has to be built through collaboration with all stakeholders, and making it a reality is only 
possible when it is aligned with school expectations and then interwoven into and executed in 
daily practices. A vision must be student centered, developmentally appropriate, and challenging 
(Williamson & Johnston, 2013, p. 108). Vision is intimately entwined with culture, because the 
vision reflects the values, beliefs, and commitments of the collaborative goals set forth by the 
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stakeholders of the educational community that is being served (Valentine et al., 2004, p. 108). 
This process alone helps to strengthen a leader’s capacity as a builder of relationships and 
positively impacting culture.  
Building relationships require that a leader must be an effective listener, amenable, have 
the ability to make positive connections, and more critically, communication needs to be a two-
way process (Williamson & Johnston, 2013, pp. 97-98). Leaders must provide opportunities for 
families and community members to be engaged in school life in order to continuously build and 
maintain strong relationships with these constituents.  
Principal/teacher collaboration is a compelling attribute of continued growth (Valentine 
et al., 2004). Barth (1990) posits that no relationship has a greater effect on the quality of that 
school than the relationship between teacher and principal. Valentine et al. (2004) go on to 
provide ways to strengthen teacher and principal relationships, such as periodically collecting 
and studying staff perception data to stay abreast of school climate so leadership can be proactive 
instead of reactive and engaging in off-campus staff retreats for business, yet with the added 
opportunity of honing relationships. 
Remaining committed to maintaining adept knowledge of adolescent development, 
developmental responsiveness, and appropriate reforms requires that leaders are zealously 
strengthening their personal efficacy in each of these areas. Leaders accomplish this via studying 
current literature, building knowledge of best practices for middle level education, networking 
with other middle level leaders, collaborating and studying with teachers, and being reflective as 
a means of improvement (Valentine et al., 2004).  
Other key features of effective middle level leadership are continual collaboration with 
teachers and engaging them in the decision making process, providing leadership opportunities 
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for teachers, and continually studying data to inform decision and to ensure that the vision is 
being implemented throughout the program (Valentine et al., 2004). 
Possessing and executing each of the above characteristics with fidelity creates a positive 
impact on culture.  
The Importance of Middle-Grades Education 
K-12 public education has been under attack for decades, but none more than the 
aggressive manner of the current millennium. The new millennium ushered in an era of renewed 
accountability. In 2001, President George W. Bush introduced the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 
legislation: “It was supposed to assist in closing the achievement gap that was continuing to 
increase by bringing the academic performance of all students in the nation up to their respectful 
grade level by the year 2014” (Fowler, 2009, p. 307). The gap has decreased in some districts, 
but remains a critical concern in many low-income and urban districts across the country. 
However, as a result of this legislation, it became clear that educational inequality continues to 
exist in this country.  
Accountability measures are present at every level of formative and secondary education. 
Every state has accountability measures by which elementary, middle, and high schools must 
abide by in order to be in compliance. In April of 2015 this particular Midwestern state began a 
new testing measure designed to honor the Common Core State Standards. Instead of results 
being rated by numbers, as with NCLB annual yearly progress (AYP) status, schools will now be 
evaluated based on an accountability scorecard utilizing a color coded system for measuring 
annual progress and target attainment. The assessments measure academic progression in 
multiple areas. However, the two critical areas continue to be math and reading.  
EFFECTIVE MIDDLE EDUCATION 53 
 
The NCLB legislation required that schools made annual AYP to be in good standing and 
thus deemed successful. Schools that did not make AYP for consecutive years were given certain 
mandates in an effort to improve academic achievement in order to continue to receive federal 
funding. Some of the mandates included changing staff, restructuring the school, and converting 
to a charter school. For the most critical situations, the state came in and took over the school in 
an attempt to build a successful academic program. Each of these mandates was executed in 
multiple districts across the state and country. There has been no official consensus detailing 
rather the NCLB legislation has helped or hurt the state of education in our country (Dee & 
Jacobs, 2010). 
Failure is more conspicuous at the secondary level because it is at this level the impact on 
society is more immediate due to students transitioning to college or the workforce. Therefore, 
secondary schools that did not meet AYP, in most cases, are continuing to struggle, and in doing 
so, continue to increase the achievement gap as well as the deficiencies in both math and reading, 
thus not preparing students to be college or career ready upon leaving high school. As a result, 
there is a lot of pressure being put on secondary teachers and administrators to close the 
achievement gap, despite inadequate funding and, in some cases, a true assessment and diagnosis 
of the problem (Baker, Barton, Darling-Hammond, Haertel, Ladd et al., 2010). 
The amount of growth towards college and career preparedness a student has made by 
eighth grade is critical to their future accomplishment. American College Testing (2008) data 
reveal that more than 80% of eighth grade students are not prepared for college-level work by the 
time they graduate from high school (p. 5). Data further indicate that the level of academic 
achievement that students attain by eighth grade has a larger impact on their college and career 
readiness by the time they graduate from high school than anything that happens academically in 
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high school (American College Testing [ACT], 2008, p. 2).  According to ACT (2008) “The 
predictive power of eighth grade academic achievement ranged from more than two-and-a-half 
times as strong as the next strongest factor (in ELA) to three-and-a-half times the strength of the 
next strongest factor (in science)” (p. 8). 
There needs to be a shift in the mindsets of students and parents. This new mindset 
should ingrain the message that the middle-grades do matter, in fact, they are critical to a 
students’ future academic success.  Balfanz (2009) states that “it is during this time that students 
either launch towards achievement and attainment or slide off track, thus severely hampering 
future educational success” (p. 7) In addition, during the National Forum’s Schools to Watch 
conference, former Education Secretary Arne Duncan (2011) goes on to say that “the middle-
grades present the last, best opportunity for educators to reach all students and not just those who 
persist and thrive in high school”. The middle-grades are critical to future academic success. 
Many students have not grasped the necessary, basic skills for success at the end of their 
eighth grade year, yet they enter into high school. As a result, “the transition becomes an uphill 
battle that, in many cases, these students become inclusive in the notorious ‘ninth grade bulge,’ 
those held back in the ninth grade, and more than likely become a part of the ‘tenth grade dip,’ 
those who drop out by the tenth grade” (Williams & Richman, 2007, p. 5). Students fall further 
and further behind, finding it difficult to stay encouraged to catch up and finish school. 
A school is considered as having weak promoting power if ninth grade cohorts dwindle 
by 40% or more by the time they are to become seniors (Balfanz & Legters, 2004). Yet 40% of 
ninth graders across the country fail to get promoted to the tenth grade, and of those 40%, less 
than 20% go on to graduate from high school, usually not with their original cohort (Herlihy, 
2007, p. 6). More recent data depict some improvement pertaining to this statistic. The national 
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adjusted cohort graduation rate (ACGR) for public high school students has increased from 79% 
in the 2010-2011 school year to 82% in the 2012-2013 school year (Kena et al., 2016). The 
ACGR is deemed to be the most accurate measure obtainable for reporting on-time graduation 
rates (Seastrom, Hoffman, Chapman & Stillwell, 2006). This measure represents the percentage 
of first-time ninth graders in public high schools who graduate with a regular diploma within 
four years (Kena et al., 2016, p. 36). Furthermore, although not as precise as the ACGR, the 
average freshman graduation rate (AFGR) is 82%, which is the highest rate ever recorded since 
this data were collected, beginning in the 1969-1970 academic school year. The AFGR is the 
estimated four-year graduation rate calculated by using aggregated enrollment and diploma 
counts (Kena et al., 2016, p. 182). 
It continues to be evident that middle level education is one of the critical links to both 
secondary and post-secondary success. In Gaining Ground in the Middle Grades, Williams 
(2011) states, “What happens in the middle-grades matters now more than ever”, consequently, 
success at this level is a prerequisite for entering high school prepared for a college- and career-
ready path. Williams goes on to state that “the middle-grades are the last best chance to identify 
students at risk of academic failure and get them back on track for high school success” (p. 1). 
To maximize college and career readiness of our students across the country, we must intervene 
before our students enter high school, preferably at the upper elementary grade levels, and no 
later than the middle-grades (ACT, 2008). 
Based on the findings of the Philadelphia Education Fund, there are four factors that are 
clear-cut predictors of off-track status in high school and are evident as early as sixth grade. 
These predictors are poor attendance, poor behavior/social scores, and failing the subjects of 
math and English language arts (ELA). Exhibiting merely one of these factors during middle 
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level education severely decreases a student’s chances of graduating from high school (Herlihy, 
2007) Therefore, despite the importance of standardized test scores that the states and the federal 
government maintain accountability measures for, research explains that failing math and ELA 
are truer predictors of future academic standing. Furthermore, “only very low standardized test 
scores, those below the 15
th
 percentile on a nationally normed test, had predictive power” 
(Balfanz, 2009, p. 5). Standardized testing results are important to some extent, but being 
successful at any grade level is more than doing well on standardized tests. 
Many districts have designed the middle level program as a scaled-down version of the 
high school program, instead of its intended purpose as an environment for serving the 
distinctive needs of young adolescents. As a result, many students see the middle-grades 
program as an unimportant educational experience. Students and families are well aware of the 
choices they have and their right to exercise their decision when it comes to their educational 
options when moving from middle to high school. Unfortunately, regardless of academic 
standing/performance during the middle-grades, parents have the opportunity to make the final 
decision whether their student is retained or moves forward into high school. Many students have 
not grasped the necessary, basic skills for success at the end of their eighth grade year, yet they 
enter into high school. As a result, “the transition becomes an uphill battle that, in many cases, 
these students become inclusive in the notorious ‘ninth grade bulge,’ those held back in the ninth 
grade, and more than likely become a part of the ‘tenth grade dip,’ those who drop out by the 
tenth grade” (Williams & Richman, 2007, p. 2). For many students moving forward with this 
reality, they enter high school already at a disadvantage. 
According to Wheelock and Miao (2005), attrition rates for ninth grade students are most 
disturbing in high-poverty urban areas and amongst African Americans and Latinos. Neild 
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(2009) found that “Latinos were more than twice as likely as their White counterparts to spend 
an additional year in the ninth grade, while boys were retained at twice the rate of girls” (p. 58). 
Educators must find ways to reach and sustain students of color, and provide additional supports 
for all students that are struggling to successfully complete course work. 
School data for this study came from a large district in a Midwestern state which we will 
call Public School (PS) 1789. In PS 1798, middle and high school students continue to struggle 
in both ELA and math. “Some 6 million middle and high school students are classified as 
struggling readers, lacking rudimentary reading skills” (Great Schools Staff, 2015, p. 1). Those 
skills are inclusive of students’ inability to interpret critical text, weakness in comprehension, 
fluency, successful navigation through informational texts, and interpretation of data from charts 
and graphs. These deficiencies affect math and every other subject as well. Thus, teachers have a 
dual task of ensuring all students achieve the fundamentals of literacy and helping them go 
beyond the basics to learn complex reading skills (Great Schools Staff, 2012). Neild (2009) 
further explains that: 
The greatest challenge for most freshmen is reading with fluency and comprehension, 
particularly when confronted with more complex passages involving advanced and 
subject-specific vocabulary, and that fluency and comprehension deficiencies have a 
widespread negative impact on students’ ability to achieve across many classes. (pp. 60-
61) 
State standardized tests and Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) data and research 
show that our students continue to struggle with basic math operations, such as fractions, 
decimals, and integers, which are key foundational operations needed to succeed in algebra 
(Neild, 2009). Students in certain attendance areas have the opportunity to participate in an after 
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school program which allows for homework completion and tutoring. However, until recently, 
tutoring was not focused on remediation of non-mastered skills; it was simply focused on 
homework completion. Balfanz (2009) concurs that most programs that provide after school 
assistance is disconnected from even the day-to-day academic needs of the students they service. 
Strategic interventions need to be implemented during the middle level grades to ensure that 
those students exhibiting deficits in ELA and/or math will be able to perform at or above their 
current grade level prior to leaving middle school. The ELA and math skills listed above need to 
constantly be addressed in order to make academic gains in those areas. 
This above has been a summary of research on middle level education relevant to the 
current study. The following chapter focuses on the methodology that was utilized for this study. 
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Chapter 3 
Research Design and Methodology 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between multiple characteristics 
of high-performing middle schools as identified in the schools to watch rubric and how those 
characteristics as well as grade configurations may affect students’ transition through their first 
year of high school. The following questions guided this study: 
1. To what extent do the ten schools in PS 1789 that serve middle-grades students 
exhibit or show evidence of several of the key indicators of effective middle-grades schools as 
identified by the schools to watch initiative, including personalization, interdisciplinary 
approach, comprehensive services, heterogeneous classes, flexible master schedule, credentialed 
and trained middle-grades professionals, and effective middle-grades leadership? 
2. Is there a relationship between levels of implementation or practice of the seven 
key middle-grades variables documented for each school and indicators of students’ transition 
through ninth grade, which include Algebra I performance, school attendance, credit attainment 
in ninth grade, and MAP scores at the end of ninth grade? 
3. Does one of the two common grade configurations used in PS 1789—grades K-8 
and grades 6-8—lend itself to greater levels of implementation and practice of the seven key 
middle-grades variables (personalization, interdisciplinary approach, comprehensive services, 
heterogeneous classes, flexible master schedule, credentialed and trained middle-grades 
professionals, and effective middle-grades leadership) than the other, as measured by teacher and 
principal responses to the Schools to Watch Self-Study and Rating Rubric and other district-
provided relevant data? 
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4. Is there a relationship between the grade level configuration for the school 
students attended (K-8 or 6-8) and indicators of students’ transition through ninth grade, which 
include Algebra I performance, school attendance, credit attainment in ninth grade, and MAP 
scores at the end of ninth grade? 
This was a quantitative study using both survey (self-study) data collected at the building 
level and student level data provided by the district. The researcher utilized linear regressions to 
ascertain if there are relationships between any of the dependent and independent variables. 
This study was conducted in a large urban school district in the Midwest (PS 1789), 
which operates several middle schools. The study involved analysis of middle school teachers’ 
and principals’ responses to the Schools to Watch Self-Study and Rating Rubric across the four 
domains of the rubric. In particular, the independent variables derived from the rubric and 
focused on for this study included: personalization, interdisciplinary approach, comprehensive 
services, heterogeneous classes, flexible master schedule, credentialed and trained middle- 
grades professionals, and effective middle-grades leadership. Grade level configuration (K-8 and 
6-8) commonly used in the study district also served as one of the independent variables. 
Dependent variables related to students’ transition through ninth grade after matriculating from a 
middle school in the district included: Algebra 1 performance, attendance, credit attainment, and 
Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) scores from the ninth grade school year. The study 
district provided the researcher information and student level data that were relevant to this 
study.   
Research continues to validate that learning is so complex that success cannot be 
determined by a mere one or two factors. It is the incorporation of multiple components that 
makes the process a success. However, educators are entrusted with the purpose of providing the 
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most effective educational experience for the students they serve. This study was designed to 
study a few elements of that success: key indicators of effective middle grade programs, teacher 
certification data, and additional relevant school level data as mentioned above. The researcher 
explored the relationship between multiple characteristics of high-performing middle schools as 
identified by the STW rubric and how they and grade configurations may affect students’ 
transition through their first year of high school as measured by Algebra I performance, 
attendance, credit attainment, and MAP scores. 
Multiple datasets were collected and examined for this study, including teacher and 
administrator responses to the Schools to Watch Self-Study and Rating Rubric, teacher 
certification for staff in each middle school, and other pertinent school level data pertaining to 
organizational and structural information. Copies of the dissertation document were saved using 
multiple thumb drives, as well as on the hard drive of the researcher’s personal computer. The 
survey data were kept in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s home office files until they were 
destroyed after the dissertation defense process was completed.  
Responses were examined to determine their connection to effective middle-grades 
programming and the impact, if any, that configurations may have on the students’ transition 
through their ninth grade school year.   
Two configurations were studied: grades 6-8, and grades K-8. The study was conducted 
in a large urban district in a Midwest state. Data acquisition for this study was provided by PS 
1789’s office of information services.   
The definitions of the independent variables are as follows: 
 Comprehensive Services—In-house resources that address and nurture healthy 
emotional, intellectual, physical, and social development. 
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 Credentialed and Trained Middle-Grades Professionals—Persons who are trained to 
recognize, address, and advocate the unique social-emotional and developmental needs of 
adolescents. 
 Effective Middle-Grades Leadership—Individuals that continually communicate with 
all constituents and distribute leadership while making data-driven decision to realize the shared 
vision. 
 Flexible Master Schedule—Scheduling that allows for academic interventions, projects, 
hands-on experimentation, and inquiry-based learning, permitting teachers to meet instructional 
needs while honoring the opportunity for students to work on one project in multiple classes. 
 Heterogeneous Classes—Providing every student with equal access to educational 
services and school-based activities. 
 Interdisciplinary Approach—The ability to make connections across disciplines to 
emphasize essential concepts and then integrate activities to support overlapping multiple 
disciplines. 
 Personalization—Providing every student with an adult advocate and delivering 
differentiated instruction, a variety of instructional strategies and learning styles, as well as 
opportunities to explore personal interests 
Sample/Population 
The population of this study was representative of six schools in the PS 1789 school 
district, two K-8 programs and four 6-8 programs. The researcher had a sample size of 786 
subjects representing student level data. The students are from two ninth grade cohorts, from the 
2014-15 and 2015-16 school years. There were a total of 74 middle level leaders and teachers 
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who provided survey data. Data were aggregated from all schools, including teacher and 
leadership data. All administrators, students, schools, and staff remained anonymous.  
Instrumentation 
Teachers and administrators completed the Schools to Watch Self-Study and Rating 
Rubric. The rubric was developed by the National Forum to Accelerate Middle-School Reform 
organization and is designed as a tool to monitor school improvement efforts. The rubric consists 
of four domains:  Academic excellence, developmental responsiveness, social equity, and 
organizational structures and Processes (National Forum for Middle School Reform, 2016). The 
results should provide data about what is currently happening in the classrooms participating in 
this study. See Appendix C for the complete Self-Study and Rating Rubric. 
Data Collection 
Student level cohort data were obtained from PS 1789’s office of information systems. 
The process entailed submitting a research/data request that specified the purpose of the study 
and specific data needed. 
Teacher certification data were obtained from a public credentials search via the 
Michigan online educator certification system.  
The Schools to Watch Self-Study and Rating Rubric was retrieved from online sources. 
Implementation of the surveys involved teacher and administration completion during a common 
meeting time as determined by individual principals. 
Statistical Analysis 
Testing was completed using linear regressions to determine if there was any relationship 
between any of the independent variable and the dependent variables. Linear regressions attempt 
to model the relationship between two variables. One variable is considered to be an explanatory 
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(independent) variable, and the other is considered to be a dependent variable (Yale Department 
of Statistics, 1998).   
Overall analysis was performed as well as individual analysis of each independent 
variable and its relationship to the dependent variable.  
Based on the resulting data, educators will be able to understand if there are 
developmentally responsive reasons to support one configuration over the other, or to devise a 
plan to provide equal developmentally responsive programming in the configuration that is 
lacking. Empirical data were gleaned from the STW rubric and depicts the level of perceived 
effectiveness provided within the schools that are participating in this study. Schools and district 
PS 1789 can access and possibly use the information to assist with providing students with the 
tools necessary for a highly effective middle-grades educational experience and bolster academic 
success. 
In addition, educators can take advantage of the accrued data received from both the 
middle level teachers and leadership surveys. This information can provide administration with 
vital information in the following areas: (a) current activities taking place within the schools 
involved in this study, (b) middle level leaders’ self-assessed efficacy, and (c) insights for 
providing professional development. 
Delimitations 
Data were gathered exclusively from one urban district from a Midwestern state that will 
be called PS 1789 to protect the anonymity of the district. Only schools which had a consistent 
grade configuration since 2010 was included in this study. Middle schools within the district that 
served as current academic outliers or special education categorical stand-alone programs will be 
excluded from this study. This study was limited to the two most common middle-grades 
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configurations in this district: 6-8 and K-8. Only data from those administrators and teachers that 
work in the schools participating in this study, and students who attended one of the participating 
schools and entered ninth grade during the 2014-15 and 2015-16 school years was used in this 
research.  
Limitations 
Generalizability is not be possible due to the sample size and data collection from only 
one district. In addition, it is impossible to control for all variables that may affect student 
success. Finally, the researcher is a current administrator of district PS 1789 and works at a 
middle school representing one of the configuration types included in this study. 
Table 2, seen in Chapter 1, represents the diversity of the two middle grade 
configurations offered by PS 1789. All schools in the two categories are represented with the 
exception of categorical programs and the academic powerhouses that require above average 
academic skill as well as an application screening process to determine acceptance into the 
program. These two categories are indicative of ten schools.      
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Chapter 4 
Results 
The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between multiple components 
of high-performing middle schools as identified in the schools to watch rubric and how those 
characteristics as well as grade configurations may affect students’ progression through their first 
year of high school. This quantitative study involved analysis of two datasets collected from an 
urban public school district in a Midwestern state. The first dataset consisted of student level data 
provided by the district for two cohorts of students who had attended middle school in the district 
and had completed ninth grade in the district during the academic years 2014-2015 and 2015-
2016. District data also included teacher certification information for middle school teachers. 
The second dataset consisted of responses of middle school teachers’ and principals’ from six 
middle schools in the district to the STW self-study rubric. The independent variables derived 
from the rubric that became the focus of this study included: comprehensive services, 
credentialed and trained middle-grades professionals, effective middle-grades leadership, flexible 
master schedule, heterogeneous classes, interdisciplinary approach, and personalization. Grade 
level configurations (K-8 and 6-8) commonly used in the study district also served as one of the 
independent variables. 
Dependent variables related to students’ progression through ninth grade included: 
Algebra 1 (math) performance as measured by total math credits, attendance, credit attainment, 
and Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) scores as derived from end of year ninth-grade 
outcome data. The district of study provided the student level data. 
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The STW Self-Study and Rating Rubric is a research-based tool developed by the 
National Forum to Accelerate Middle-Grades Reform that and has been used to identify highly 
effective middle-grades programs. 
The study attempted to answer four research questions:  
1. To what extent do the ten schools in PS 1789 that serve middle-grades students 
exhibit or show evidence of several of the key components of effective middle-grades schools as 
identified by the schools to watch initiative, including: personalization, interdisciplinary 
approach, comprehensive services, heterogeneous classes, flexible master schedule, credentialed 
and trained middle grades professionals, and effective middle grades leadership? 
2. Is there a relationship between levels of implementation or practice of the seven 
key middle-grades variables documented for each school and indicators of students’ transition 
through ninth grade which include Algebra I performance, school attendance, credit attainment 
in ninth grade, and MAP scores at the end of ninth grade? 
3. Does one of the two common grade configurations used in PS 1789—grades K-8 
and grades 6-8—lend itself to greater levels of implementation and practice of the seven key 
middle-grades variables (personalization, interdisciplinary approach, comprehensive services, 
heterogeneous classes, flexible master schedule, credentialed and trained middle-grades 
professionals, and effective middle-grades leadership) than the other, as measured by teacher and 
principal responses to the schools to watch rubric and other district-provided relevant data? 
4. Is there a relationship between the grade level configuration for the school 
students attended (K-8 or 6-8) and indicators of students’ transition through ninth grade, which 
include Algebra I performance, school attendance, credit attainment in ninth grade, and MAP 
scores at the end of ninth grade? 
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Descriptive Statistics 
Six schools participated in this study: two had a K-8 configuration with a combined total 
of 1,280 students, and four were middle schools (grades 6-8) with a combined total of 1,626 
students. Student-level data were derived from 786 subjects as a result of elimination of some 
students due to missing data.  
There was a total of 74 educator participants who completed the self-study rubric survey, 
9 from K-8 programs and 65 from middle school programs. One hundred percent of the K-8 
teachers hold K-8 Self-Contained certification. Forty-nine percent of the middle school staff held 
K-8 Self-Contained certification and 51% held secondary certification. Forty-five percent of the 
teachers in this study held secondary certification, while 55% held K-8 self-contained 
certification. 
Demographic Data 
Table 3 (below) provides information about the research sample and other educational 
entities. The demographics displayed provide important comparative data to help in rendering a 
mental picture of the sample district.  
Table 4 displays a more in-depth comparison of the research sample. The tables below 
show the comparison between the K-8 schools and the middle schools that participated in this 
study and how they are similar and different from each other and the overall sample. 
Table 5 presents another snapshot of the district. It shows ninth grade student outcome 
mean scores for each of the dependent variables and for both the K-8 and middle school 
configurations. The overall mean data for the research sample is displayed here as well.  
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Table 3 
 
Comparison of Demographic Data between Multiple Educational Institutions    
 Research Sample PS 1789 Local ISD National  
Ethnicity 
Asian 18.6% 0.2%   3.2% 5.0% 
African American 22.9% 40.8% 13.8% 16.0% 
Hispanic 43.3% 43.3%   16.2% 25.0% 
Native American 0.5% 0.5% 0.3% 0.1% 
Multiracial 5.9% 6.0%   4.3% 3.0% 
Pacific Islander 0.0% 0.4% 0.1% 5.0% 
White 8.8% 8.8% 62.0% 50.0% 
Gender 
Female 48.0% 48.1% 49.0% 49.0% 
Male 52.0% 51.9% 51.0% 51.0% 
ELL 25.0% 25.0% 9.7% 9.3% 
FRM 89.0% 85.6% 48.6% 48.1% 
Special Education 16.8% 17.9% 12.1% 12.9% 
 
 
Table 4 
 
Comparison Data within the Research Sample between K-8 Schools and Middle Schools   
Ethnicity K-8 MS 
Asian  19.8%  8.8% 
African American  22.5%  26.4% 
Hispanic 42.5%  49.5% 
Multiracial 6.0% 5.5% 
Native American  0.6% 0.0% 
Pacific Islander 0.0% 0.0% 
White 8.6% 9.9% 
 
 
Table 5 
 
End of Ninth Grade School Year Outcome Data  
Dependent Variables K-8 MS Mean 
Days absent  25.2 18.3 24.4 
MAP Math  -.106 -.232 -.123 
MAP Reading  -.093 -.163  -.102 
Suspensions  1.06 .60  1.01 
Total Credits  4.53 4.99  .46 
Total English Credits  .92 .87  .91 
Total Math Credits  .55 .43  .54 
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Schools to Watch Self-Study and Rating Rubric Responses 
Table 6 contains the results of the educators’ self-study rubric. There are four domains 
within the rubric: academic excellence, which focuses on the ability to challenge every student to 
effectively use their minds, developmental responsiveness, which focuses on the consciousness 
and execution of addressing the unique developmental characteristics of early adolescence, social 
equity, which focuses on demonstrating unbiased, democratic, and impartial environments, 
honoring every student with high-quality teachers, resources, learning opportunities, and 
supports, and encouraging options, and organizational structures and processes, which focus on 
establishing customs, constructs, and organizational provisions to aid and maintain their journey 
toward excellence (National Forum, 2013). 
Table 6 (below) displays the four domains of the rubric with averages per configuration 
type as well as overall averages. The first set of figures represents the total number of items in 
each domain. The numbers within the parentheses is the average score per configuration type. 
And the number within the brackets represents the overall average of the research sample in each 
domain. This information provides insight into educators’ perception of their school’s level of 
implementation of each of the indicators within each domain. Also displayed in the table are the 
highest and lowest participant scored indicators. 
Table 7 represents a crosswalk between the independent variables and individual 
indicators within the four domains of the STW rubric. Using this data, the researcher can analyze 
teacher and administrator perceptions as to how they are providing effective middle level 
educational experiences for the students they serve through the implementation of key 
components. 
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Table 6 
 
Educator Perception Data Averages 
 K-8 MS 
Academic Excellence 5 of 8 (2.55)  3 of 8 (2.46)  [2.51] 
Developmental Responsiveness 4 of 10 (2.95)  6 of 10 (2.64) [2.80] 
Social Equity 5 of 10 (2.66)  5 of 10 (2.98) [2.82] 
Organizational Structure and Processes 6 of 9(3.00) 3 of9 (2.61) [2.81] 
 
 [2.69] [2.64]  
Indicators scored at/above 3.00 Processes 2: 3.28 Academic 3: 3.01 
 Processes 3: 3.06 Processes 1: 3.00 
 Processes 6: 3.18 Processes 6: 3.14 
 Processes 9: 3.00  
Lowest Scored Indicator  D. Responsiveness 5: 2.05 D. Responsiveness 8: 1.99 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 7 
 
Crosswalk between the Schools to Watch rubric and the Independent Variables    
    Domain 4 
 Domain 1 Domain 2 Domain 3 Organizational 
 Academic  Developmental Social Structure and 
Variables Excellence Responsiveness Equity Processes Other  
Comprehensive Services 2a-c   
Credentialed and 
   Trained Staff 2a, 3a-d    MDE 
     Education  
     certification  
     verification 
Effective Leadership 1a   1a-c, 2a-c,  
    3a-c, 5a & c  
Flexible Master Schedule 6a-b 5b 3c 
Heterogeneous Grouping 4b  1a-c, 2a-c  
Interdisciplinary Approach 3c 5a-b  
Personalization  1a-c, 6a-b  1a-b, 2a-c     
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Table 8 illustrates the types of teacher certification and the totals and percentages of 
participating teachers holding those certificates. This chart will be used to assist with data 
analysis and answering research questions. 
 
Table 8 
 
PS 1789 Teacher Certification Data   
School Secondary Certification K-8 SS Certification 
K-8-1 0 4 
K-8-2 0 5 
MS-1 10 9 
MS-2 7 16 
MS-3 6 5 
MS-4 10 2 
K-8 0 100% 
MS 51% 49% 
Totals 33 = 45% 41 = 55%      
 
 
 
 
Linear Regression 
Figure 2 (below) illustrates that for the regression attendance, the significant independent 
variables were English language learners (-.150), teacher certification (.099), students who 
experienced transitions (.187), academic indicator 2 (1.081), which is representative of ensuring 
that curriculum, instruction, assessment, and appropriate academic interventions are aligned with 
high standards, academic indicator 3 (-1.241), which involves having a curriculum that focuses 
on connecting concepts and building essential skills, and structures 9 (.466), which involves 
including community members and families in the educational process and supporting the 
school’s goals. The R-Square value, which is indicative of how close the data is to the fitted 
regression line, was .05.  (See Appendix D for a comparison of all seven regression figures.) 
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Figure 2. Linear Regression of Attendance. Linear regression of the dependent variable with 
Beta values showing the relationship between attendance and multiple independent variables. 
 
 
Figure 3 (below) illustrates that for the regression MAP math, the important independent 
variables were English language learners (-.109), Hispanic students (.126), students who spent 
time in K-8 programs (-1.911), the 15/16 ninth grade cohort (-.144), academic indicator 3 (.578), 
structures indicator 2 (1.881), which involves the principals’ accountability for the school 
improvement process, strategic planning, and communication, and structures indicator 7 (-
1.584), which pertains to district and staff personnel believing they can improve student 
achievement and enrich student development, having a curriculum that focuses on connecting 
concepts and building essential skills, and teachers holding K-8 self-contained certification, 
coupled with ensuring that programming honors students’ developmental responsiveness and TC 
(1.555). The R-Square value for this regression was .08.  
Attendance 
ELL 
Teacher 
Certification 
Transitions 
Academic 3  
Academic 2 
Structures 9 
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Figure 3. Linear Regression of MAP Math. Linear regression of the dependent variable with 
Beta values showing the relationship between MAP math and multiple independent variables. 
 
 
 
Figure 4 (below) illustrates that for the regression MAP reading, females who had 
attended a K-8 program (.153), any students who had attended a K-8 program (-.124), multiracial 
students (.087), equity indicator 3, which involves teachers’ adaptation of curriculum, 
instruction, assessments, and scheduling to meet students’ needs (-.139), and the 15/16 ninth 
grade cohort (-.144) were important independent variables. The R-Square value for this 
regression was .03. 
 
 
ELL 
Hispanic 
K-8 Years 
15/16 Cohort 
TC x 
Responsiveness  
 
Academic 3 
Structures 2 
MAP Math 
Structures 7 
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Figure 4. Linear Regression of MAP Reading. Linear regression of the dependent variable with 
Beta values showing the relationship between MAP reading and multiple independent variables. 
 
 
 
Figure 5 (below) illustrates that for the regression suspensions, black students (.200), 
ELL students (.111), students who experienced transitions (.132), and black females (-.136) were 
important independent variables. The R-Square value was .06. This is one of two regressions 
with the fewest independent variables that show a relationship with a dependent variable, in this 
case suspensions. This regression also represents one of four that depict females having a 
positive relationship with the dependent variable.  
Figure 6 illustrates that for the regression total credits, Hispanic students (.178), students 
who experienced transitions from school to school (-.075), females in programs with organized 
structures in place (.185), and students in ninth grade cohort 15/16 (-.044) were important 
independent variables. The R-Square value for this regression was .09. This is the second of the 
two regressions with the fewest independent variables in this study that show a relationship with 
MAP Reading 
Female x K-8 
Years 
K-8 Years 
Multiracial 
Equity 3 
15/16 Cohort 
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the dependent variable, and also illustrates one of the four times that the 2015-2016 cohort has a 
negative relationship with dependent variables.  
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Figure 5. Linear Regression of Suspensions. Linear regression of the dependent variable with 
Beta values showing the relationship between suspensions and multiple independent variables. 
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Figure 6. Linear Regression of Total Credits. Linear regression of the dependent variable with 
Beta values showing the relationship between total credits and multiple independent variables. 
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Figure 7 illustrates that for the regression total English credits, the important independent 
variables were females (.149), Hispanic students (.147), those teachers with K-8 self-contained 
certification (-.129), those students who experienced school to school transitions (-.177), 
academic indicator 2 (-.939), which ensures that curriculum, instruction, assessment, and 
appropriate academic interventions are aligned with high standards, academic indicator 3 
(1.029), structures indicator 9 (-.513), and students in the ninth grade cohort 15/16 (-.399). The 
R-Square value for this regression was .22. This illustration also is one of two instances where 
teacher certification is represented.  
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Figure 7. Linear Regression of Total English Credits. Linear regression of the dependent 
variable with Beta values showing the relationship between total English credits and multiple 
independent variables. 
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The final regression, shown in Figure 8, illustrates that for the regression total math 
credits, important independent variables were ELL students (.090), female students (.115), those 
students who experienced school to school transitions (-.091), structure indicator 9 (-.244), which 
involves including community members and families in the educational process and supporting 
the school’s goals, equity indicator 4 (.267), and those students belonging to ninth grade cohort 
15/16 (.343). The R-Square value for this regression was .20. Figure 8 shows that this is the one 
time the 2015-2016 cohort has a positive relationship with a dependent variable in this study. 
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Figure 8. Linear Regression of Total Math Credits. Linear regression of the dependent variable 
with Beta values showing the relationship between total math credits and multiple independent 
variables. 
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Summary 
Participant perception data and linear regression results were resources used in analyzing 
and drawing conclusions for this research. The information gleaned from these datasets laid the 
foundation for implications for practice and future research. Chapter 5 provides the analysis of 
the results presented in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 5 
Analysis, Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations 
The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between multiple characteristics 
of high-performing middle schools as identified in the schools to watch rubric and how those 
characteristics as well as grade configurations may affect students’ progression through their first 
year of high school.  
This quantitative study involved analysis of two datasets collected from an urban public 
school district in a Midwestern state. The first dataset consisted of student level data provided by 
the district for two cohorts of students who had attended middle school in the district and had 
completed ninth grade in the district during the academic years 2014-2015 and 2015-2016. The 
second set of data consisted of perception data of middle school teachers and principals from six 
middle level programs within the district and their responses to the STW self-study rubric. 
Additional district data included teacher certification information for middle school teachers. 
There were a total of 860 subjects in this study: 786 ninth-grade students, 9 administrators and 
teachers from K-8 programs, and 65 administrators and teachers from traditional middle schools. 
There were a total of six middle level schools that participated in the study: two K-8 programs 
and four traditional middle schools. 
The seven independent variables derived from the schools to watch rubric that became 
the focus of this study included: comprehensive services, credentialed and trained middle-grades 
professionals, effective middle-grades leadership, flexible master schedule, heterogeneous 
classes, interdisciplinary approach, and personalization. Grade level configurations (K-8 and 6-8) 
commonly used in the study district also served as one of the independent variables. 
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Dependent variables related to students’ progression through ninth grade for this study 
include Algebra 1 performance (ninth grade math), attendance, credit attainment, and Measures 
of Academic Progress (MAP) scores from the ninth grade school year.  
This study is significant because of its potential to add to the knowledge of the 
relationship between middle-grades programming and high school success in the ninth grade and 
possibly serve as an opportunity for educators to acquire some usable knowledge about a 
possible relationship between the independent variables and student progression through ninth 
grade, and a possible determination that either configuration might be more accommodating of 
implementing those key variables allowing students to have a more successful evolution to high 
school as determined by the ninth grade outcome data, specifically Algebra I performance, 
attendance, credit attainment, and MAP scores. 
Educators may be able to understand if there are developmentally responsive reasons to 
support one grade configuration over the other, or devise a plan to provide equal 
developmentally responsive programming in the configuration that is lacking. Empirical data 
were gleaned from the survey document and depicts the perceived level of developmentally 
responsiveness that is currently provided within the schools that are participating in this study. 
Schools and district PS 1789 can access and possibly use the information to assist with providing 
students with the tools necessary for a developmentally appropriate and responsive educational 
experience and bolster academic success. 
In addition, educators can take advantage of data received from both the middle level 
teachers and leadership surveys. This information can provide administration with vital 
information in the following areas: (a) current activities taking place within these schools, (b) 
middle level leaders self-assessed efficacy, and (c) insight for providing professional 
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development, each of which are important in creating and maintaining high-performing schools. 
NMSA (2003) found that effective middle level programs have high expectations for their entire 
learning community and are led by courageous and collaborative leaders. Taking advantage of 
knowing the current status of students and staff and understanding their needs will assist district 
leaders in their efforts to support building level staff and administrators. 
Analysis 
There were four research questions that were addressed during this research. Answers to 
these questions have been determined as a product of relevant test results and/or relevant 
research. 
Research Question 1. To what extent do the ten schools in PS 1789 that serve middle- 
grades students exhibit or show evidence of several of the key components of effective middle- 
grades schools as identified by the schools to watch initiative, including: personalization, 
interdisciplinary approach, comprehensive services, heterogeneous classes, flexible master 
schedule, credentialed and trained middle grades professionals, and effective middle-grades 
leadership? 
The level of implementation can be best surmised as a result of the Schools to Watch 
Self-Study and Rating Rubric’s rating key. The ratings are assigned points based on perceived 
levels of implementation by participants. The scale ranges from 1 to 4. A rating average of a 1 
suggests that implementation of the practices are immature or only practiced by a small number 
of the staff. A rating average of a 2 suggests that there is a fair amount of implementation, but 
still not the majority. A rating average of a 3 suggests that there is a high degree of 
implementation by at least 75% of the staff, it is systemic, but may not be of the highest quality 
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in every classroom. And, a rating of a 4 suggests that implementation is systemic and of high 
quality in every classroom (National Forum, 2013). 
Table 6 (in Chapter 4) shows teacher and principal perceptions of levels of 
implementation evident in each of the K-8 and middle schools that participated in the study. The 
overall average of implementation for K-8 schools which participated in this study is 2.69, while 
the average for schools using the traditional middle school configuration is 2.64. These scores 
indicate that educators in these schools perceive there is a fair degree of implementation 
occurring within the two configurations, though less than 75% of teachers from each program 
may be participating, based on the schools to watch rating scale’s definition. There are also slight 
differences in the implementation of some of the indicators within the four domains, but as noted 
by the overall averages, implementation is nearly equal between the two configurations.  
What this data seem to suggest is that educators are implementing several of the key 
components. However, implementation is not consistent and may not include the entire staff, 
which may be impeding progress towards high-performing schools. High-performing schools 
challenge students to use their minds well and provide them with curriculum, instruction, 
assessment, support, and the time needed to meet rigorous academic standards (National Forum 
2014). What the district might consider is investing in additional professional development to 
provide support and strategies for implementation, and develop a process for monitoring to 
ensure those components are being implemented with fidelity.  
Developmental responsiveness, social equity, and organizational structure and processes 
domains’ overall averages were similar, indicating that these educators may believe that staff are 
moving towards a systems approach to implementing key components, but must continue to find 
ways to faithfully implement the components that will increase student achievement.  
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Research Question 2. Is there a relationship between levels of implementation or 
practice of the seven key middle-grades variables documented for each school and the indicators 
of students’ progression through ninth grade, which include Algebra I performance, school 
attendance, credit attainment in ninth grade, and MAP scores at the end of ninth grade? 
Looking at the linear regression models for attendance, total English credits, and total 
math credits linear regression models (see Figures 2, 7, and 8 above), it is evident that the level 
of implementation does influence the relationship with the dependent variable. In particular, we 
see that indicators 2 and 3 of the academic excellence domain and indicator 9 of organizational 
structures and processes are present more often than other indicators, appearing in multiple 
regressions.  
Academic excellence indicator 2 focuses on proper alignment among the academic 
interventions, assessments, curriculum, and instruction. The data in Figure 2 suggest that when 
students understand what they are learning, what they will be able to do, and why, there is a 
positive relationship with attendance. Lezotte (2002) explained that alignment allows students to 
clearly visualize the journey of learning in ways that make sense to them (p. 8). However, in 
Figure 7, the data seem to suggest that despite students’ knowing the learning objectives and why 
they are important, there is a negative relationship when it comes to earning total English credits 
during their ninth grade year, which seems like contradiction to that research. It would seem that 
if alignment was in place and students were making sense of the information, and were attending 
school regularly, there would be a positive relationship with credit attainment. This may be an 
indication that proper alignment has not taken place. 
One of the key focus areas for academic excellence indicator 3 is for teachers to make 
connections across multiple subjects. The data in Figure 2 show that there is a negative 
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relationship between this particular indicator and students’ attendance. This is thought-provoking 
because it would seem that the more connections that were made the more interest that would be 
generated enticing students to go to class. Figure 7 depicts a positive relationship between this 
indicator and the total number of English credits students earn by the end of their ninth grade 
year. This finding supports the research of Brophy and Alleman (1996), who affirmed that brain 
research supports interdisciplinary learning because discipline integration helps students 
construct connections between what they are learning in the classroom and in their communities, 
and promotes residual learning. 
Furthermore, researchers continue to explain that utilizing the interdisciplinary approach 
is necessary when implementing developmentally appropriate programming for middle-grades 
students. Students need to see the explicit connections across disciplines, experience integration 
of the curriculum, and experience the “natural connections” between the curriculum and real life 
(Carnegie Council, 1989, Dewey, 1990, p. 32, Gruhn & Douglass, 1956). Based on staff 
perception data, this independent variable resulted in a class rating as well. The K-8 staff netted 
an average of 2.70, while the traditional middle school staff netted an average of 2.72. This data 
seem to suggest that the interdisciplinary approach is compatible is both the K-8 and traditional 
middle school program in PS 1789. However, the question now becomes what, if any attributes 
does the district’s theme schools possess that are different from the traditional middle schools? 
Organizational structure and processes indicator 9 focuses on the capacity of schools 
when including families and the community in supporting the schools’ pursuit towards high 
performance. The data in Figure 2 seem to suggest that when parents are informed and are 
regarded as stakeholders who have a voice in the decision making process, there is a positive 
relationship with students’ attendance. As a result parents are encouraging and ensuring their 
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students are attending school, yet this created a negative relationship when earning English and 
math credits. Researchers such as Eccles and Harold (1996) found that active parental 
engagement in their students’ school life is a critical component in a child’s educational success. 
Henderson (1987) further explained that parent engagement substantially improved language 
skills, assessment performance, and classroom behavior. Therefore the academic findings in this 
research seem to contradict previous research. 
Research Question 3. Does one of the two common grade configurations used in PS 
1789—grades K -8 and grades 6-8—lend itself to greater levels of implementation and practice 
of the seven key middle-grades variables (personalization, interdisciplinary approach, 
comprehensive services, heterogeneous classes, flexible master schedule, credentialed and 
trained middle-grades professionals, and effective middle-grades leadership) than the other, as 
measured by teacher and principal responses to the schools to watch rubric and other district-
provided relevant data? 
Table 7 above depicts a crosswalk of the independent variables and the corresponding 
indicators from respective domains of the STW rubric. It contains is an analysis of teacher and 
administration perception data as it relates to this crosswalk. 
Previous research has shown that comprehensive services, such as access to health 
services and multifaceted guidance and support services are necessary to ensure that students are 
mentally and physically prepared to properly function during the school day (NMSA, 2003, 
Carnegie Council, 1989). Teacher and administrator perception data indicated there was a slight 
difference in providing comprehensive services with the traditional middle school staff scoring a 
2.89 compared to a 2.68 for K-8 schools. This data seem to suggest that both K-8 and traditional 
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middle schools in this study were exposed to about the same amount of comprehensive services 
within their respective buildings. 
Properly credentialed and trained staff is essential to providing middle-grades students 
with an effective middle-grades experience. Researchers believe that teacher instruction is one of 
the most fundamental constituents that impact student achievement, as is being specifically 
trained, having the specialized knowledge, skills, and disposition needed to be effective aids in 
providing developmentally responsive programs (McEwin & Smith, 2013). The above 
perception data seem to suggest that teachers and administrators from both configurations are 
nearly equally trained to identify and manage student problems and are equipped to effectively 
facilitate learning, utilize a variety of instructional strategies, provide effective classroom 
management and procedures, as well as creatively integrate lessons with technology. Average 
scores for traditional middle schools and K-8 schools were 2.75 and 2.52, respectively.  
In addition, Table 8 shows that within this data set there is a small margin of distribution 
of two different certifications, K-8 self-contained at 55% and secondary certification at 45%. 
Broken down into the individual configurations, note that 100% of the K-8 staff possess K-8 
self-contained certification while in the traditional middle schools 49% of the teachers possess 
K-8 self-contained certification and 51% possess secondary certification. None of the teachers in 
our sample possess certification specific to the middle-grades. However, Valentine et al. (2002) 
believe that middle level programs need teachers who are “experts at reaching adolescents” (p. 9) 
both academically and socially, and this is best accomplished through proper education 
certification specific to middle-grades adolescents. These data sets seem to suggest that despite 
teachers holding non-optimal certification, they have had to find ways to successfully teach 
students. Districts in this situation may want to assist teachers in becoming experts at educating 
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adolescents through such avenues as professional development and allowing teachers to visit 
classrooms of specially trained middle level teachers who can model for those teachers.  
Effective middle level leadership is also a necessary component of effective middle level 
programs. Researchers believe there are substantive attributes middle level leaders should 
possess, such as, ability to build relationships, impact culture, and implement necessary 
amendments (Clark & Clark, 2008, Leithwood & Riehl, 2003, Valentine et al., 2004). The 
schools to watch rubric addressed these attributes in two domains as seen above in Table 6. 
When scores were averaged, K-8 teachers and administrators responses averaged 2.92 and 
traditional middle school teachers and administrators responses averaged 2.81. This data seem to 
suggestions that the perception of educators in both grade configurations is that the leaders of 
these programs are performing their duties with some degree of high quality, but may need to be 
more vigilant in an effort to improve. 
Another staple of effective middle level programs is the utilization of a flexible master 
schedules which allow students to take advantage of additional time to complete assignments, 
and grasp and expound on concepts. Participant perception data indicated that the two 
configurations were nearly equal pertaining to this independent variable as well, with K-8’s 
averaging a 2.70 and traditional middle schools averaging a 2.61. This data seem to suggest that 
flexible scheduling is being implemented almost equally in both types of programs. This is 
interesting because all of the traditional middle schools follow a regimented scheduled that is 
determined at the beginning of the school year. It seems like it would be difficult to extend or 
adjust classes to accommodate students’ needs, without interfering with every other class within 
that school. Due to the intricate nature of K-8 programs within district 1789, adjusting the 
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schedule seems to be more feasible because of the amount of classes and their proximity to each 
other, as a result, making adjustments are easier and less intrusive. 
Heterogeneous classes provide students the opportunity to interact with students that may 
be in the school that are of diverse ethnicities, races, and differing academic and social aptitudes, 
which ultimately affords students richer educational experiences. The K-8 staff scored an 
average of 2.84 and the traditional middle school staff scored an average of 2.94. This data 
seems to suggest that both the K-8 and traditional middle school staff feel they provide inclusion 
for students when scheduling students in classes and creating co-operative groupings for 
classroom activities and assignments.  
The traditional middle school educators that participated in this study also believed that 
they provided as much personalization for students as the educators in the K-8 programs. 
Traditional middle school staff scored an average score of 2.56, as compared to K-8 educators at 
a 2.59. This data seem to suggest that both configurations are providing nearly the same level of 
personalization for their students. This was also interesting because this seems to contradict what 
the research says. It is believed that the smaller the classes, usually K-8 classes, the better 
opportunity for personalization (Mertens & Anfara, 2008). However, the above results could be 
indicative of the small participation numbers of teacher and administrator respondents, which is a 
limitation of this study.  
An analysis of all data point related to this research question leads the researcher to 
conclude that neither configuration studied during this research affected greater levels of 
implementation of the independent variables, and that this variable may be irrelevant, at least in 
this urban district. 
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Research Question 4. Is there a relationship between the grade level configuration for 
schools’ students attended (K-8 or 6-8) and indicators of students’ transition through ninth grade, 
which include Algebra I performance, school attendance, credit attainment in ninth grade, and 
MAP scores at the end of ninth grade? 
To assist with answering this question, see Table 4, End of Year Ninth Grade Outcome 
Data, above (in Chapter 4). These data show that students who attended a traditional middle 
school had about a week fewer days of absence than their K-8 counterparts. This seems to 
contradict previous research. Gordon et al. (2011) found that K-8 students had considerably 
higher attendance as compared to traditional middle school students, as did Eccles et al. (1991) 
who also found that K-8 students were absent significantly less often than students attending 
schools using a Grades 6-8 configuration (p. 10). 
MAP math and MAP reading data seem to suggest that students who attended a K-8 
program perform better than those students who attended a traditional middle school. Research 
supports that students who attended K-8 programs performed better on standardized math and 
reading tests compared to those students who attended traditional middle schools. However, 
there was no research which supported that to be true of norm referenced tests, such as the MAP 
assessments. There were no significant differences in student performance between K-8 and 6-8 
middle school students on MAP assessments. It should be noted that students attending either of 
the schools in both configurations in this urban district were below the national average. 
The suspension data show that students who attended a K-8 program experienced more 
suspensions that those students who attended a traditional middle school. This data seem to 
contradict the previous research of Alspaugh (1998) and Cook et al. (2008) who found that 
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students who attended a K-8 program had considerably fewer discipline violations than their 
traditional middle school counterparts. 
Total credit attainment is the cumulative amount of course credits a student earns by the 
end of the academic school year. The above data show that traditional middle school students 
obtain slightly more than their K-8 counterparts. This too, seems to be a contradiction to 
previous research. Neild (2009) states that traditional middle school students did worse in key 
subjective areas and were more likely to drop out of high school than students who attended K-8 
programs. Mertens and Anfara (2008) believed that students who attended K-8 programs 
outperformed traditional middle school students in terms of course grades and failure rates.  
Interestingly, the data pertaining specifically to math and English credits show that 
students’ who attended K-8 schools slightly outperformed the students who attended traditional 
middle schools. These findings are more in line with previous research, which supports the 
findings of this study. Traditional middle school students experience a significant drop in 
academic related outcomes (Gordon et al., 2011). Baron (2011) further explained that traditional 
middle school students performed worse in math and English Language Arts than students who 
attended K-8 programs.  
Credit attainment is a vital aspect of a successful high school career. Students must 
diligently work to acquire credits to ensure they are on-track, securing enough academic credits 
by the end of the school year to be promoted to the next grade, to ensure on-time graduation 
within four years. Unfortunately, the above data show that regardless of the grade configuration 
most students in this study have not earned the required number of credits in math or English, or 
for promotion to the tenth grade. The required number of credits for both English and math is 
1.0. As the above data show, K-8 students are averaging .92 and .55 respectively, while 
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traditional middle school students are averaging .87 and .43 respectively. The required number of 
total credits for the ninth grade year is 6.0. The above data show that K-8 students earned 4.53 
credits and traditional middle school students earned 4.99, with students transitioning from either 
grade level configuration of middle school coming up short. Thus data seem to suggest that 
variables other than grade level configuration are at work in credit attainment for these students, 
and prompt consideration of outcomes for students attending urban schools with high levels of 
poverty as indicated by the percentage of students eligible for free and reduced lunch. 
There were a few notable findings throughout the data sets, particularly cohort, gender, 
and transition data.  
This research involved data sets from two cohorts from PS 1789. One cohort was the 
2014-2015 ninth grade class and the other was the 2015-2016 ninth grade class. This cohort 
variable appeared in 5 out of 7 of the linear regressions, meaning that there was a relationship 
between the cohorts and five of the dependent variables. In Figure 8 (above, Chapter 4) there is a 
positive relationship between the 15/16 cohort and total math credits. What these data seem to 
suggest is that those ninth grade students who were in the 15/16 cohort earned more math credits 
than their 14/15 cohort counterparts. 
The remaining three regressions display a negative relationship between the 15/16 cohort 
and MAP math, MAP reading, and total credits. The data in Figures 3, 4, and 7 above suggest 
that those students who were in the 15/16 cohort performed worse than their 14/15 cohort 
counterparts on both the MAP math and reading assessments, and they had fewer total English 
credits as well as total course credits. 
The females in this study seem to be more successful than their male counterparts. In 
each of the regressions in which females were represented, there was a positive relationship. In 
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addition, there were two interacting effects involving females. Interacting effects occur when the 
effect of one variable on another is different as a result of a third variable being introduced 
(Stevens, 1999). Interacting effects are displayed in Figures 4 and 6, above. 
In Figure 4, evidence shows there was a negative relationship between K-8 students and 
their performance on the MAP reading assessment. However, there was a positive relationship 
between female, K-8 students and their performance on the MAP reading assessment. This is an 
example of an interacting effect. When this combination of the two independent variables 
(female and K-8) are present, there is a positive relationship with their performance when taking 
the MAP reading assessment. What this data seem to suggest is that regardless to attending a K-8 
program, if you are a female you are more than likely to perform better than your male 
counterparts and female students attending 6-8 middle schools. 
Figure 6 shows that females earned more total course credits than both females and males 
who did not attend such schools when they attended schools that had strategic structures and 
processes in place that supported and sustained progression towards academic excellence.  
The other two regressions in which females showed positive relationships were total 
English and math credits, displayed in Figures 7 and 8. This data seem to suggest that females 
are earning more English and math credits than their male counterparts. 
Finally, transitioning was another independent variable that was present in many of the 
linear regressions, except for one representation they were negative relationships. Jacob and 
Rockoff (2011) found that students who transition from one school to another undergo an acute 
decline in their learning trajectory (p. 13). Additionally, Alspaugh (1998) and Cook et al. (2008) 
found that those students who transitioned had substantially higher suspension rates and 
diminished achievement. The only positive relationship involved attendance, as shown in Figure 
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2 above. What this data seem to suggest is that students who have experienced transitions, 
moving from one school to another, actually have better attendance than those students who 
remain in the same school.  
In Figure 5 (see Chapter 4), because suspensions have a negative connotation, the 
positive Beta values are an admission that those variables have a relationship with suspensions. 
This suggests that students who experience transitions will have more suspensions than those 
students who remain in the same school. 
Credit attainment data is displayed in Figures 6 and 7 in Chapter 4. There we see that 
those students who experience transitions are more likely to have fewer English, math, and total 
course credits than their counterparts that remained at the same schools. 
Conclusions and Implications 
The objective of this research was to explore the relationship between several key 
components of high-performing middle level schools and two types of school configurations and 
how they may affect students’ progression through their ninth grade year of high school. The 
following are some conclusions and implications drawn from this research. 
Research Question 1 examined investigated the extent to which schools in this study 
showed evidence of implementation of key components as identified by the schools to watch 
rubric. The outcomes suggested that there was a fair amount of implementation occurring in each 
of the participating schools, but it was not systemic. The National Forum to Accelerate Middle 
School Reform consortium (2016) found that implementing the key components with fidelity 
allows educators to increase a school’s efficacy in becoming a high-performing school. Creating 
and maintaining high-performing schools will be foundational in providing students with 
effective educational experiences and increasing student achievement. However, this process is 
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not simply an issue of individual schools. This process has to begin at the district level. District 
leaders must first define the elements of high quality middle school education and what full 
implementation of the key components looks like in a classroom setting. District leadership 
needs to initiate this process by facilitating and leading this development through conversation 
and then via classroom observation and supervision. 
Research Question 2 examined whether there was a relationship between levels of 
implementation and students’ progression through the ninth grade. Data showed there was 
evidence of some individual indicators and ninth grade outcomes. What this data seem to suggest 
is that when students understand what they are learning and why they are learning, and when 
educators create and maintain parent communication and partnerships, students are more likely 
to attend school regularly. This was not true of earning English credits, but utilizing the 
interdisciplinary approach increased the likelihood of students’ earning English credits. Also 
found was data that seems to contradict previous research about parent involvement and 
academic success. Linear regression data showed that there was a negative relationship between 
parent involvement and students’ earning English and math credits. 
Credit attainment is an essential aspect of high school success. Students need to be 
vigilant about taking the appropriate classes and earning the required number of credits so they 
do not become students caught in the ninth grade bulge or the tenth grade dip, those left behind 
and those who dropout during their second year of high school (Williams & Richman, 2007). 
Research Question 3 examined whether either grade configuration imparted greater 
implementation of key components as measured by administrator and teacher responses. There 
was no significant data that demonstrated that either configuration affected greater levels of 
implementation of the key components. Domain averages represented similar levels of 
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implementation, leading the researcher to conclude that there was equal opportunity for 
implementation. The academic excellence domain averages for K-8 and 6-8 were 2.55 and 2.46. 
The developmentally responsive domain averages for K-8 and 6-8 were 2.95 and 2.64. The 
socially equitable domain averages for K-8 and 6-8 were 2.66 and 2.98. And the organizational 
structures and processes domain averages for K-8 and 6-8 were 3.00 and 2.61, with overall rubric 
average for K-8 and 6-8 being 2.69 and 2.64.  
Implementation must be systemic for the organization to become high-performing. The 
likelihood of academic achievement increases as the organization increases its capacity to 
provide students with academic excellent, developmentally responsive, socially equitable, and 
highly structured programming. 
Research Question 4 examined the relationship between grade level configuration and the 
identified key components in reference to students’ progression through the ninth grade, based 
on the dependent variables Algebra 1 performance, attendance, credit attainment, and MAP 
assessment performance. Suspension data also was included in ninth grade outcome data. This 
data suggest that although there were some differences, they were not significant enough to say 
one configuration better prepared their students for ninth grade success than the other one. What 
was evident was that most students from both configurations in this study have not earned the 
required number of English, math, and overall credits to be promoted to the tenth grade, and are 
below their national counterparts in both math and reading as a result of their performance on the 
MAP math and reading assessments. What this data seem to suggest is that the type of grade 
configuration seems to be less important than providing students with conditions that reflect high 
levels of distinction in academic excellence, developmental responsiveness, social equity, and 
organizational structures and processes. When schools can commit to implementing and 
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monitoring the components of each of the above domains, constituents will witness a change in 
school culture and student achievement. 
Finally, although this research did not reveal a significant difference between teacher 
certification and student ninth grade outcomes, proper certification continues to be a crucial 
element of providing effective middle level educational programming. The Midwestern state in 
which this study was conducted has proposed new certification requirements to aid in delivering 
properly trained teachers at every level. One notable change is a certification specifically 
designed to address adolescents during the middle level years, a Grades 5-9 certification. 
Valentine et al. (2002) found that ensuring that teachers are properly certified to teach students at 
specific grade levels is crucial to providing students with the appropriate professionals to meet 
their educational needs. 
Recommendations for Educational Leaders 
District 1789 leaders and other educational leaders may want to invest in additional 
professional development on how to successfully implement key components of effective 
middle- grades education throughout the educational program with fidelity, and possibly provide 
expert teachers who continue to be committed to implementing key components with consistency 
to serve as models. In addition, leaders will need to find effective ways to monitor 
implementation and have open dialogue about the importance and progress of implementation. 
Again, initiation of this process must start at the district level through defining what high level 
middle school education looks like and then facilitating that process systemically. Studying and 
utilizing the STW Self-Study and Rating Rubric would be a good place for the district to start 
this process. 
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Educators should continue explaining what and why students are learning chosen 
curriculum so they are able to see the big picture and make appropriate connections. Also, 
educators must find effective ways to ensure that students and parents understand the importance 
of earning English and math credits and how that will impact the manner in which they progress 
through high school. One way to facilitate this credit attainment conversation with students and 
parents is through an effective transition process beginning in their eighth grade year through at 
least the first semester of their ninth grade year. Transition programs give educators a platform to 
introduce important aspects and procedures of high school and familiarize students with vital 
information to ensure success as they matriculate into the high school setting. This process 
allows for an additional level of support for students. In addition, leaders should also consider 
when students fall behind in English and or math credits they should immediately be assigned to 
a credit recovery or make-up class. This step will give students the opportunity to recoup the 
credit within the same academic year and maintain on-track graduation status. 
District leaders must also find strategies and create opportunities for males to be more 
successful in the educational process. Data from this research found that in every category where 
gender was presented (credit attainment and suspensions), males had negative relationships with 
the dependent variables and ninth grade outcome data. Professional development and training 
that targets best practices to increase male students’ efficacy will be necessary to initiate change 
in this area.  
Student school transitions were another negative aspect exposed in this research. Two 
studies from Alspaugh (1998a, 1998b) found that in districts with fewer transitions student 
dropout rates were significantly lower than in districts with multiple transition points.  
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District 1789 often advertises they have more school choice options than most public 
schools in the area. This may seem like an advantage, but may actually be encouraging this trend 
of student transitions. Parents are continually seeking programs they feel will provide the best 
opportunities for their students. There are times that students are enrolled in one program and for 
whatever reason parents and students may feel that the program was not a good fit, so they take 
advantage of their options and move to another school, or have to move to another school due to 
housing changes. At any rate many students have attended multiple schools during their K-12 
experiences and sometimes within the same academic school year. 
District leaders may want to eliminate many of these options in an effort to decrease this 
negative distraction and ensure that students have stable academic careers in as few schools as 
possible. This elimination would best be capitalized through the closing of either the middle 
schools or the K-8 programs. Through this research it was revealed that there was no significant 
difference between the services provided by K-8 programs and traditional 6-8 middle schools 
and neither configuration in this study proved to better prepare their students for success during 
their ninth grade school year. Therefore, district 1789 students attending middle level programs 
are basically receiving the same educational opportunities regardless of the school configuration 
they choose, with possibly some school specific enhancements to create a unique program, such 
as a theme or focus. Alspaugh (1998) found that the more transitions in a district, the higher rates 
of student dropout. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
To further examine key components and their possible impact in developing high-
performing schools and the relationship that grade configurations may have on students’ 
progression through their ninth grade school year, the following recommendations are suggested: 
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1. Replicate this study using a larger sample size and a compare an urban school 
district to a suburban or rural school district to uncover any additional results and to resolve if 
any results can be generalized. 
2. Conduct a longitudinal study that follows two or three cohorts attending different 
configurations from eighth grade through twelfth grade to see if one group has a higher on-time 
graduation rate than the other configurations. 
3. Further investigate what differences occur between females and males students 
that may be hindering males from being more successful in the secondary educational setting.  
4. Conduct a study involving students who have attended, a K-8, traditional middle 
school, and both a K-8 and traditional middle school to gather information about their 
experiences, as well as discrepancies and similarities in programming. Researchers might use the 
Schools to Watch Self-Study and Rating Rubric during this study, use another tool that would 
generate valuable information, or create a new tool. 
Summary 
Receiving a high-quality education is the right of every American. Having the 
opportunity to receive that education is vital to our country’s future success. All aspects of the 
educational journey are vital to creating well-rounded citizens who are critical thinkers that are 
able to successfully function in a diverse world. Our goal should be to propel each of our 
generations to develop competent, resourceful populations that will create and preserve 
innovative ideas and sustainable resources. 
We continue this expedition by understanding and then executing with fidelity those 
research based strategies that support creating and maintaining highly effective schools. Again, 
each level of K-12 education is critical in its own right, but middle level education is where 
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preparation for high school, careers, and college are initiated, and, therefore is an appropriate 
starting point to create urgency in the K-12 educational system. We must also ensure that 
properly trained personnel are in front of students teaching in a manner that meets students’ 
developmental needs so students are equipped with the best educational experience possible. 
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Renewals: Exempt protocols do not need to be renewed. When the project is completed, please submit the Human 
Subjects Study Completion Form (access through IRBNet on the UHSRC website).  
 
Modifications: You may make minor changes (e.g., study staff changes, sample size changes, contact information 
changes, etc.) without submitting for review. However, if you plan to make changes that alter study design or any 
study instruments, you must submit a Human Subjects Approval Request Form and obtain approval prior to 
implementation. The form is available through IRBNet on the UHSRC website. 
 
Problems: All major deviations from the reviewed protocol, unanticipated problems, adverse events, subject 
complaints, or other problems that may increase the risk to human subjects or change the category of review must 
be reported to the UHSRC via an Event Report form, available through IRBNet on the UHSRC website. 
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Informed Consent Form 
 
RESEARCH @ EMU 
 
 
 
Informed Consent Form 
 
The person in charge of this study is Arnetta Thompson. Mrs. Thompson is a student at 
Eastern Michigan University. Her faculty adviser is Dr. Barbra Bleyaert. Throughout this 
form, this person will be referred to as the “investigator.” 
 
 
Purpose of the study 
 
The purpose of this research study is determine if there is a correlation between middle 
school configuration programming (K - 8/6 - 8) and high school success. 
 
This research is conducted as a requirement for the investigator’s doctoral degree. 
 
 
What will happen if I participate in this study? 
 
Participation in this study involves  
 Completing a self-study rubric focused on school improvements efforts. It should 
not take longer than 20 minutes to complete. There will be no personal interviews, 
simply your completion of rating the elements of the rubric. 
 
 
What are the anticipated risks for participation? 
 
The only foreseeable risk is taking 20 minutes of your time. The request is that participants 
complete the rubric as honestly and thoroughly as possible. 
 
 
Are there any benefits to participating? 
 
The projected benefit is that we may be able to acquire information to ensure our middle 
school students will be provided with the best middle level programming that will position 
them to be successful in middle school, and successfully prepare them for the realities of 
high school and beyond.  
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How will my information be kept confidential? 
 
We will keep your information confidential by not collecting any identifiable information 
in/on the questionnaire. The questionnaire data will be in password-protected computer 
files until they are destroyed after the dissertation defense process is completed.  
 
Other groups may have access to your research information for quality control or safety 
purposes. These groups include the University Human Subjects Review Committee, the 
Office of Research Development, the sponsor of the research, or federal and state agencies 
that oversee the review of research. The University Human Subjects Review Committee is 
responsible for the safety and protection of people who participate in research studies. 
 
The results of this research may be published or used for teaching. However, there will be 
no identifiable information used at any time. 
 
 
Storing study information for future use 
 
Once the research process and the defense of the dissertation has been completed, 
questionnaire data will no longer be stored. It will be destroyed. 
 
 
Will I be paid for participation? 
 
There is no pay involved for participating. 
 
 
Study contact information 
 
If you have any questions about the research, you can contact the Principal Investigator, 
Arnetta Thompson, at athomp42@emich.edu. You can also contact Mrs. Thompson’s 
adviser, Dr. Barbra Bleyaert, at bbleyaert@emich.edu or by phone at 734-487-0552.  
 
For questions about your rights as a research subject, contact the Eastern Michigan 
University Human Subjects Review Committee at human.subjects@emich.edu or by phone 
at 734-487-3090.  
 
 
Voluntary participation 
 
Participation in this research study is your choice. You may refuse to participate at any 
time, even after signing this form, with no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled. You may choose to leave the study at any time with no loss of benefits 
to which you are otherwise entitled. If you leave the study, the information you provided 
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will be kept confidential. However, we cannot destroy any information that has already 
been published. 
 
 
Statement of Consent 
 
I have read this form. I have had an opportunity to ask questions and am satisfied with the 
answers I received. I give my consent to participate in this research study. 
 
 
Signatures  
 
 
______________________________________ 
Name of Subject 
 
 
______________________________________  ____________________ 
Signature of Subject  Date 
 
 
I agree to be audio recorded for this study.  
 
 
______________________________________  ____________________ 
Signature of Subject  Date 
 
 
 
I have explained the research to the subject and answered all his/her questions.I will give a 
copy of the signed consent form to the subject. 
 
 
________________________________________  
Name of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
 
________________________________________  _______________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent  Date 
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Linear Regressions 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 -.150*** 
 
 
 .099*** 
  
 
 .187*** 
 
 
 
 1.081* 
 
 -1.241* 
 
 
  .466* 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Linear Regression of Attendance. Linear regression of the dependent variable with 
Beta values showing the relationship between attendance and multiple independent variables. 
 
  
Attendance 
ELL 
Teacher 
Certification 
Transitions 
Academic 3  
Academic 2 
Structures 9 
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 1.881** 
 
 
 -1.584** 
 
  
 1.555* 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. Linear Regression of MAP Math. Linear regression of the dependent variable with 
Beta values showing the relationship between MAP math and multiple independent variables. 
 
 
  
ELL 
Hispanic 
K-8 Years 
15/16 Cohort 
TC x 
Responsiveness  
 
Academic 3 
Structures 2 
MAP Math 
Structures 7 
EFFECTIVE MIDDLE EDUCATION 129 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  .153** 
 
 
 .124* 
 
  
 .087* 
 
  
 .139** 
  
 
 
 -.144** 
  
 
 
 
Figure 4. Linear Regression of MAP Reading. Linear regression of the dependent variable with 
Beta values showing the relationship between MAP reading and multiple independent variables. 
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 .132** 
  
  
 -.136* 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5. Linear Regression of Suspensions. Linear regression of the dependent variable with 
Beta values showing the relationship between suspensions and multiple independent variables. 
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Figure 6. Linear Regression of Total Credits. Linear regression of the dependent variable with 
Beta values showing the relationship between total credits and multiple independent variables. 
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Figure 7. Linear Regression of Total English Credits. Linear regression of the dependent 
variable with Beta values showing the relationship between total English credits and multiple 
independent variables. 
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Figure 8. Linear Regression of Total Math Credits. Linear regression of the dependent variable 
with Beta values showing the relationship between total math credits and multiple independent 
variables. 
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